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First, to the students who have found school a place of diminishment and loss. 
 
Second, to the teachers whose hearts break when they cannot provide  
what they most want for their students. 
 
Third, to all the people of faith who work toward greater flourishing 






Os mundos das crianças são imensos! Sua sede não se mata bebendo a água 
de um mesmo ribeirão! Querem águas de rios, lagos, lagoas, fontes, minas, 
chuva, poças d’água... Foi a instituição “escola” que lhes ensinou a maneira 
certa de beber água: cada um no seu ribeirão... Mas as instituições são 
criações humanas. Podem ser mudadas. E, se forem mudadas, os 
professores aprenderão o prazer de beber águas de outros ribeirões e 
voltarão a fazer as perguntas que faziam quando crianças. 
 
   Rubem Alves 
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ABSTRACT 
This dissertation develops a public practical theology of education. It argues that 
education is a practice that “schools the imagination,” forming individuals and 
communities to operate within social imaginaries that have been shaped by a latent, anti-
material, and individualistic worldview. This project aims to show that public education 
is a viable site for theological reflection and that the results of that reflection can generate 
proposals for the transformation of both religion and education. It considers how the 
American social imaginary is maintained by educational practices and the ways these 
practices influence conceptions of knowledge and human purpose. The assumption is that 
the shaping influence of the imaginary is not manifested so much in the content of school 
curricula, but tacitly exists in pedagogical processes and the explicit and implicit goals of 
the US educational enterprise. 
Using a qualitative and quantitative mixed-method approach, the project develops 
the construct of conscientização natal, a pedagogy of birth with utopian anthropological 
dimensions. Grace Jantzen’s theology and philosophy of religion and the liberative 
pedagogical insights of Paulo Freire are central to the constructive work. Jantzen and 
 
viii 
Freire provide a way to interpret the telos and practice of American public education with 
their respective analyses of “necrophilic imagination” and “objectivizing worldviews.” 
Additional insights are drawn from educational sociology and history, as well as Pierre 
Bourdieu’s theory of practice and Cornelius Castoriadis’ concept of the social imaginary.  
The dissertation begins by developing a theology of education, doing so with 
practical theological methods informed by liberation and public theologies. It proceeds to 
provide historical and cultural-sociological studies drawn from educational literature, 
amplified by a quantitative study of 125 survey participants on their understandings of 
the relationship between education and spirituality. The primary discoveries in these three 
studies are analyzed, then reflected upon theologically, yielding proposals for the 
transformation of practice and theory in both education and religion. For practical 
theologians, the project develops a robust understanding of practice that links patterns of 
action to social imaginaries, providing an example of how practical theology might 
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This dissertation is a work in public practical theology that claims education is a 
practice that “schools the imagination,” forming individuals and communities to operate 
within social imaginaries that have been shaped by an embedded, anti-material, and 
individualistic worldview. The purpose of this project is to show that public education is 
a viable site for theological reflection and that the results are generative in both 
theological and educational discourses. It considers the ways the American social 
imaginary is maintained by educational practices and how these practices influence how 
people conceive of knowledge and human purpose. The assumption is that the shaping 
influence of the imaginary is not manifested so much in the content of school curricula, 
but tacitly exists in pedagogical processes and the latent goals of the educational 
enterprise. 
The heart of this study is a set of three questions, answered by using a particular 
method. The most basic form of the inquiry under investigation is, “What does US public 
schooling do to/for/with children, and what effect does that have on them and society?” 
In turn, this prompts a deeper wondering: “What do we want children to become?” or 
perhaps, “What do we want children to be, and what ought they be able to do and think?” 
This leads to the final investigation: “Given the answers to the first two questions, what 
ought now be done?” The “particular method” used in responding to these questions 
presumes that something useful is gained when the resources of multiple disciplines are 




I draw upon educational philosophy, history, educational sociology, psychology, and 
theology. Attention is given to the ways dominant pedagogies influence how youth 
develop their epistemologies, social imaginaries, and sense of human purpose. I then 
reflect on the influences theologically, seeking to shape an accessible discourse for those 
in the Christian tradition, other religious traditions, and non-religious commitments.  
Analysis focuses on the ways epistemology influences understandings of 
subjectivity and anthropology, especially the potential roles that embodiment, communal 
forms of knowledge, and creative and imaginative actions play in liberative efforts. 
Below, the particulars of this approach are detailed in three sub-sections, describing the 
methodology, significance, and structure of the study. 
Methodological Approach 
Public and practical theologies place marked emphasis on the contextualization of 
theology and the theologian. Thus, research needs to be grounded, and is greatly 
enhanced when a researcher shares something of his/her/their identity and social location. 
My own social location is that of a Christian member of The Religious Society of Friends 
(Quakers) who came to the Church as an adult. While Friends do not practice ordination, 
I am endorsed in the ministry at multiple levels and thus have some authority, even 
though it is not strictly role-based. I have been active in itinerant ministry for 15 years 
and this has shaped my perspective on the Church. My views have also been formed by 
many trajectories that have a history of privilege and tacit support of oppression: I am a 




While I identify as bisexual and queer, I am married to a woman, socially passing as 
straight unless I am explicit about my sexual identity. While I am a first-generation 
college student, I am also highly educated, with graduate study in business and separate 
masters degrees in both teaching and divinity. I have also been a public school teacher. 
These identity markers are important to name as they can give rise to unexamined biases, 
which are particularly easy to ignore without explicit recognition and sustained reflection. 
 Methodologically, this dissertation comprises three central movements detailed in 
the sub-sections below. Throughout each of the movements, the normative theological 
anchor is a commitment to the idea that the Gospel is supposed to be Good News and that 
good news yields human flourishing in ways that are materially observable in the present. 
Theologically this is resonant with arguments from Grace Jantzen’s emphasis on 
“Redeeming the Present” and the importance of materiality; Paulo Freire’s emphasis on 
the relationship between socio-economic structures and knowledge; Gustavo Gutiérrez’s 
liberation theology approach that affirms that anthropology and socio-economics are 
radically tied together; and Elaine Graham’s practical public theology that suggest 
theological apologetics should address “concrete instantiations of the transformation of 
the public realm.”1 
                                                          
 
1 See, for example, Grace Jantzen, Becoming Divine: Towards a Feminist Philosophy of Religion 
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1999); Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: 
Continuum, 1990); Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation (Orbis, 
1973), 92-100; Elaine Graham, Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Public Theology in a Post-Secular Age 




In regard to the practical theological concern for interdisciplinary scholarship, 
multiple themes within and beyond theology inform the research agenda. A theological 
approach to anthropology and epistemology is considered as well as feminist and critical 
pedagogy literature on the relationship between epistemology and subjectivity. 
Disciplinarily, this project is grounded in explicit multidisciplinarity in the sense used by 
Johannes van der Ven.2 The project benefits from substantial engagement with 
scholarship from theology, educational sociology, educational history, religious 
education, and philosophy, as well as providing theological reflection on this content, 
particularly in regards to theological anthropology. Social science data and theological 
texts are consulted to consider the consequences of educational practices that can be read 
as necrophilic and objectivizing. This research is also intradisciplinary in van der Ven’s 
sense in that it contributes a relevant data set developed during the course of the project.3 
The social science research produced is a result of a national survey designed for this 
dissertation and created to explore how — if at all — Americans perceive the relationship 
between religion, spirituality, and education.  
This dissertation was designed as an interdisciplinary project for three significant 
reasons. First, this project is a practical theological one focusing on practice and seeking 
to demonstrate the material and observable patterns of action under investigation prior to 
interpretation. The interdisciplinary accounting of practice in Part II of the dissertation is 
                                                          
 
2 Johannes van der Ven, Practical Theology: An Empirical Approach (Kampen, The Netherlands: Kok 





intended to serve as a thorough accounting of the patterns of action observable in US 
systems of K-12 public education. Second, the project is intended to be both practical 
theology and public theology, seeking to engage scholars of theology, education, and 
religious studies in public discourse and future research in education. Third, because 
extant theological literature on US education is so limited, I sought to create an 
interdisciplinary project that would contribute to the viability of future research in the 
theology of education in the US context. My decision to include a number of disciplinary 
methods is intended to lay interdisciplinary groundwork for future study, showing 
multiple ways in which one might investigate questions related to religious commitments 
and public education.  
As a practical theologian who makes strategic recommendations for interventions, 
I study the practices of public education with a dual-lens. The project concerns the 
endangered health of the public good of education and the ways it might be enhanced by 
means of practical theological research that speaks (1) via Christian theology and 
theological anthropology in ways that are particular to the Christian tradition and (2) 
beyond Christian theology in ways that are “conceivably persuasive across disciplines 
and faith traditions.”4 For example, literature from liberation and public theologies are 
particularly utilized here, emphasizing the theological importance of critiquing social 
structures. The concluding recommendations for the practice of public schooling are 
intended to foster greater human flourishing. 
                                                          
 
4 Duane R. Bidwell, “Religious Diversity and Public Pastoral Theology: Is it Time for a Comparative 




Significance of the Study  
This project is a theological analysis of how education can shape how one 
imagines what a human is meant to be and do.  It also offers a window into public 
education for what it can be in the future. The dissertation is exploratory, exploring how 
historical, cultural-sociological, existential, and theological perspectives can be 
interwoven both to interpret dynamics present in public schooling and to provide 
recommendations for possible transformation of some of those dynamics. The research 
offers unique contributions in seven related areas.  
First, it reflects theologically on practices of US education, particularly ones that 
suppress positive attention given to embodiment, communal forms of knowledge, and the 
importance of creative and imaginative acts of learning and being. Second, the 
dissertation proceeds as a public practical theology, analyzing education as a religiously-
influenced structure of public life and inviting other traditions to interpret and respond to 
that structure from their own contexts. Third, it develops a theory of practice that gives 
weight to both material conditions and the social imaginary, providing a nuanced account 
of how it is that social change might be encouraged. Fourth, it contributes to theological 
interpretations of both Grace Jantzen and Paulo Freire, demonstrating their value for 
constructive and practical theological projects. Fifth, it explores ways education can be 
understood as a matrix of practices that carry and pass on views that shape students’ 
sense of knowing, purpose, and being. Sixth, via social science research, it generates 
primary data on how people think about the purpose of school and the ways that 




normative interventions to praxis,5 the dissertation concludes with strategic 
recommendations for systems of US public education and theological constructions, 
especially as they pertain to students’ sense of knowing, purpose, and being. Each of 
these seven areas will be elaborated below, clarifying the significance of each 
contribution.  
1. Minimal Research Exists on Theology and Public Education 
The educational and theological literatures include few published theologies of 
education. Though writing on spirituality and education is on the rise,6 little rigorous 
theological work has been done on the intersection of religion, schooling, and the public 
sphere. The last 30 years have only seen eight projects whose major goals could 
categorize them as attempts at full theologies of education. Books like Maria Harris’s 
Teaching and the Religious Imagination and Mary Elizabeth Moore’s Teaching from the 
Heart have addressed themes necessary to consider in a full theology of education, but do 
not themselves, set that as their explicit goal. This dissertation will be a practical public 
theology of education, significantly contributing to (1) theological reflection on the 
                                                          
 
5 This follows Mary Elizabeth Moore’s concise definition of practical theology as that which “originates in 
the world of practice, moves into engaged reflection and construction, and returns to praxis as the goal.” 
See Mary Elizabeth Moore and Almeda Wright, eds., Children, Youth, and Spirituality in a Troubling 
World (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2008), 5. 
6 For example, Rachael Kessler, The Soul of Education: Helping Students Find Connection Compassion, 
and Character at School (Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 
2000); Peter W. Cobb, Gateways to Spirituality: Preschool Through Grade Twelve (New York: Peter Lang, 
2005); Donald Ratcliff, "Rituals in a School Hallway: Evidence of a Latent Spirituality of Children,” 
Christian Education Journal 5, no. 2 (2001): 9; and Marian De Souza, International Handbook of the 




practices of schooling; (2) a study of those educational practices that inform theology, 
especially anthropology; and (3) discourse about, and transformation of, how educational 
practices influence the public imaginary, the well-being of students, and society.  
With increasing attention being paid to education around high-stakes issues like 
standardized testing, the school to prison pipeline, and the role of charter management 
companies, the time is ripe to consider what an informed Christian perspective could 
bring to a discussion of these issues in the public square.7 Theological reflection on the 
schools can provide insight that contributes to reshaping both educational institutions and 
theological construction. 
2. Public Value of the Project 
In a 2008 editorial introducing a volume of the International Journal of Practical 
Theology dealing expressly with public theology, Mary Elizabeth Moore offers a charge 
of sorts, encouraging scholars to enter more fully into a sense of practical theology as 
public theology. She invites 
practical theologians to step boldly into the public forum, whether by exploring 
employee-worker relations, attending to institutions and social movements, or 
studying the practices of public institutions (such as schools, prisons, or homes for 
the elderly).8 
                                                          
 
7 Work from John Hull, Mary Elizabeth Moore, Maxine Greene, and Maria Harris addresses some of the 
issues that arise when one reflects on education from a theological perspective, but none bring theological 
analysis to bear on the US educational enterprise as a whole. On another front, work from Peter Hodgson, 
Stephen Webb, and Rupert Davies does attempt to provide a fuller “Christian Theology of Education,” but 
each does so in ways that do not do justice to the reality of the pluralistic and religiously diverse context of 
American public schooling. 






This dissertation is an acceptance of this invitation to begin, “studying the practices of 
public institutions,” doing so by focusing on the practice of public schooling and the 
American educational imaginary. When educational goals have constricted visions of 
what is possible, there are consequences for the youth that are served by the educational 
system. 
In her preface to Landscapes of Learning, Maxine Greene offers a complementary 
perspective. She writes that “we all learn to become human,” and that learning serves “to 
initiate us into the human community.”9 Thus, to the degree that “the activities that 
compose learning” bear traces of latent and undesirable philosophical and theological 
frameworks, the “human community” being envisioned is narrower than the fullness of 
what it could be. The dissertation argues that the broader category of “learning to become 
human” is influenced by the learning that occurs in schools.10 People, including Christian 
people, have differing conceptions, articulations, and models of the nature and purpose of 
humanity. In all contexts, however, children learn their way into those models. Education 
shapes all children, regardless of religion.  
                                                          
 
9 Ibid., 3. 
10 Maxine Greene, Landscapes of Learning (New York: Teachers College Press, 1978), 3. Similar 
perspectives have been advanced by curriculum theorists. See, for example, Dwayne Huebner, "Curriculum 
as Concern for Man's Temporality," Theory Into Practice: Curriculum Theory Development: Work in 
Progress 6, no. 4 (1967): 172-79; Elise L Chu. Exploring Curriculum as an Experience of Consciousness 
Transformation (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019); William F. Pinar, Race, Religion, and a 
Curriculum of Reparation: Teacher Education for a Multicultural Society (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2006); and Patrick Slattery, Curriculum Development in the Postmodern Era: Teaching and Learning in an 




As a theological project, this dissertation identifies ways Christians can 
generatively interpret and respond to current issues within the education system through 
religiously informed frameworks. As a public and practical theology analyzing education 
as a structure of public life, this study invites other traditions to consider the importance 
of interpreting and responding from their own contexts. Insofar as the telos of US public 
education — and some of the practices that support it — has been tacitly influenced by 
theological perspectives in ways that diminish opportunities for human flourishing, the 
analytic component of this project is of broad relevance. Religious-ethical reflection for 
the sake of an educational system that more fully contributes to flourishing is not limited 
to Christians. Using Jantzen and Freire to read the telos and practices of education 
illuminates the generative potential for multiple traditions to interpret public education. 
3. Imagination-focused Theory of Practice  
Practical theological accounts of practice help to identify and “then bring to 
speech the kinds of theological knowledge that live in bodies, performances, and 
spaces.”11 The dissertation argues that, in the “bodies, performances, and spaces” that 
form the practices of US public education, one can find identifiable traces of a 
theologically-influenced telos persisting — as Pierre Bourdieu says — in “systems of 
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durable transposable dispositions.”12 These systems consequently become incorporated 
into the views and actions of those who participate in that practice, contributing to the 
maintenance of the dominant social imaginary. During the course of the research into 
developing a theological lens to explore public schooling in the US, I developed a theory 
of practice that may contribute to the field of practical theology. This theory is a result of 
reading Pierre Bourdieu through Catherine Bell and adding in the perspectives of 
Cornelius Castoriadis.   
The theory of practice developed in this project begins from a basis of Bourdieu’s 
theoretical work and its interpretation by Bell; the analysis is then joined with 
Castoriadis’ conceptualization of the social imaginary. As defined in this project, practice 
has three functional parts — its concreteness, its qualities, and its consequences. First, as 
a “pattern of action,” practice is grounded in historical, material, observable behavior. 
Second, that pattern of behavior has some particular qualities to it, namely, that it is 
“situational, strategic, and embedded in misrecognition.” Third, as a function of that 
pattern of action, the practice “maintains, creates, and/or disrupts a social imaginary.” 13 
The process by which individuals shape, and are shaped by, social imaginaries is clarified 
by Castoriadis’ work, particularly his understanding of the relationship between 
institutional change, individual autonomy, and work towards justice. 
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The theory of practice presented in this dissertation is one that has a robust 
theoretical explanation for how practices are connected to social imaginaries and how 
individuals might engage in practices of “redemptive hegemony”14 that can begin to shift 
those social imaginaries. Employed within a practical theology, my modification of 
Bell’s theory is significant in the ways it deepens and forwards discussions about what 
constitutes a practice, and how physical actions can contribute to conceptual frameworks, 
theological constructs, and worldviews.  
4. Education as a Matrix of Practices 
The dissertation examines specific patterns of action that are part of the larger 
matrix of practice that comprise US public schooling and can be read as representative of 
the influence of necrophilic and objectivized worldviews addressed above. This practice 
influences youth’s capacity to flourish. From a Christian perspective, this influence is 
interpreted in relation to theological anthropology, human imagination, and communal 
flourishing. From civil and psychological perspectives, this influence is considered in 
terms of its impact upon how people conceive of the purpose of schooling.  
An initial list of these practices include increasing standardization, declining 
creativity in curriculum and students, increasing individualization and teacher-centered 
instruction, schools explicitly seeking to “Americanize” students, schooling as a means of 
sorting students into social classes, schools as systems for rewarding compliance, and the 
                                                          
 




compulsory nature of schooling. The argument is that these patterns of action exhibit 
qualities that warrant theological reflection, emerge from larger cultural norms, and 
manifest in social structures and institutions like schools. 
For example, US psychologist Kyung Hee Kim suggests that, “in order to be 
accorded psychological safety and psychological freedom, children need time to think in 
the first place,” lamenting that the current emphasis on high-stakes standardized testing 
has left “little room for imagination, scholarship, critical or creative thinking, and 
problem solving.”15 By disincentivizing schools from providing time for creative and 
imaginative practices within schools, education policy has an influence on how youth 
“learn to become human,” and the ways they conceive of what constitutes “the human 
community.” The patterns noted in this project tacitly support the maintenance of the 
dominant social imaginary. Providing a lens with which to reflect on the US educational 
system as a whole as a practice is a significant contribution. Additional scholars may use 
this framing to consider additional ways that religious and theological studies can be 
generatively applied to educational research. 
5. Survey Study Illuminates Current Dynamics 
The survey study in this dissertation contributes to understandings of how people 
conceive the goals of schooling and how those goals relate to religious and spiritual 
perspectives. The study itself is significant for at least four reasons. First, it establishes a 
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new process for mixed-method data analysis, “Associative Analysis of Qualitative 
Coding,” which is a useful exploratory tool to deepen descriptive information about a 
phenomenon being researched and to provide an empirical lens on that same data. 
Second, the data establishes a strong empirical basis for the psychometric construct of a 
“Transformation Schema,” shown via a survey instrument which measures an 
individual’s orientation toward thinking that education should produce social change. 
Third, it confirmed some of the themes that emerged in the historical and theoretical 
literature used in this study. Fourth, this work is the first to demonstrate a significant and 
direct, albeit statistically small, relationship between how people think and experience 
religion and how they envision the purpose and nature of schooling.  
6. Jantzen and Freire’s Work Illuminates the Problem 
The dissertation makes use of Grace Jantzen’s and Paulo Freire’s work to provide 
a theoretical framework for understanding (1) how education has been influenced by 
philosophical and theological conceptions of the human person and (2) how practices of 
education serve to reinforce and perpetuate this schema. For example, Jantzen describes 
dominant social conditions in a way that can be informative for reflecting on the 
American situation. Her work considers a broad range of subjects, but is used in this 
project primarily to reflect upon education. Educational sociologists Carl Bankston and 
Stephen Caldas provide an account that is exemplary in this regard. They argue that 




creating a national orthodoxy... a means of building an ideal democracy through shaping 
citizens and as a means of defense from threatening ideologies.”16  
 After the Civil War, public schools throughout the nation “became the temples of 
a civic cult dedicated to celebrating and enhancing national solidarity.”17 These “temples” 
and the education they provided served as the vehicle on which faith in the nation itself 
was sustained. The American imaginary depends on the narrative of the singularity and 
superiority of the American project and to question that project to is invite intense 
critique. That is, “the extent to which American exceptionalism describes reality may be 
open to question, but the belief in American exceptionalism is a reality itself.”18 The 
dissertation considers educational dynamics such as this and analyzes them through the 
work of Jantzen and Freire. 
Looking through the lens of Jantzen and Freire in regards to the domination of 
certain cultural patterns, I argue that American exceptionalism and dominance can be 
seen as so thoroughly embedded in the dominant imaginary of the United States that 
public discourse regarding some material issues of suffering and inequity are suppressed 
so that the story of exceptionalism can remain more easily intact. I claim that a disruption 
of this logic is necessary. Something is needed to destabilize and decenter the dominant 
imaginary so as to allow for change. The dissertation argues that Jantzen and Freire 
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provide a significant theoretical basis for conceiving of why this destabilization is so 
necessary and what qualities it will have in practice. The theological and pedagogical 
construct “conscientização natal,” is developed from the cross-pollination of Freire and 
Jantzen’s work with hopes that it might be useful in other work as well. 
Vital to both Jantzen and Freire’s projects is the assertion that liberation, freedom, 
and flourishing are best supported by providing space for communities to explore and 
create in ways that honor the body and materiality.19 Both understand control of 
epistemology as part of the means of maintaining structures of oppression and denying 
people the means to fully flourish as whole and agentive subjects. The dissertation 
affirms this assertion and contrasts it with the reality that these are precisely the kinds of 
supports that are being systematically diminished by many practices of US public 
education. 
7. Recommendations 
As a practical theology concerned with normative interventions, this project also 
contributes in that it makes strategic recommendations for change. The dissertation closes 
with a series of material recommendations for educational and congregational practice as 
well as theoretical shifts suggested for theology and educational philosophy. Practices 
discussed include ways that faith communities can engage with schooling reform, 
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innovations in assessment, and the possibility of community-based schooling initiatives. 
Theological consideration is given to the implication of conscientização natal for 
pneumatology and anthropology.  
 
Structure of the Study  
The dissertation is written in three distinct parts. Part I frames the purpose, scope, and 
method of the project. Part II is an exploration of data about US schooling. Part III is a 
theological analysis of the data from Part II, with exploration guided by the project goals 
established in Part I. Below, each part will be described in greater detail.  
Part I: Framing 
Part I of the dissertation consists of the first two chapters, which function together 
to frame the context, scope, and goals of the project. Chapter 1 establishes what is meant 
by “a theology of public education.” Extant theologies of education are reviewed. Given 
the relatively small number of scholars writing on this subject, the majority of the 
existing scholarship is considered. John Hull’s work serves as the most significant model 
for this project, establishing the goals of a theology of education.  
Chapter 2 explores how the goals of this project, as described in Chapter 1, will 
be approached using practical theological methods. It also establishes the definition of 
practice that will be used throughout the remainder of the dissertation. Building off the 




pattern of action that is situational, strategic, embedded in misrecognition; and maintains, 
creates, and/or disrupts a social imaginary. 
Part II: Data and Analysis 
Part II of the dissertation consists of Chapter 3 through Chapter 5, which function 
together to provide a detailed description of the pattern of actions that encapsulate the 
history and practice of the US educational system. Chapter 3 is a historical analysis, 
laying out the first of three sets of disciplinary data regarding American schooling. This 
chapter offers the broadest overview, sketching the history of US public schooling from 
approximately 1600 until 2015. Organized chronologically, it highlights some of the 
major developments in American education systems and perspectives. While the 
historical accounting given in this chapter is built on historical facts upon which multiple 
sources agree, these are inevitably tinged with some degree of interpretation. However, 
when feasible, interpretation is mostly held off until Chapters 4 and 5. 
Chapter 4 provides sociological perspectives, building off the historical data from 
Chapter 3, and offering insight from the sociology and history of education. This chapter 
first explores in a more focused way how religious belief, morality, and spirituality have 
framed the formation of the US public schooling system. After considering education 
with religion in view, a more general sociological perspective is considered, framing 
some of the common ways sociologists of education reflect upon schooling. The concept 
of a “Transformation Schema” is established, referring to an orientation of some scholars 




with imagination to “re-create the world”20 beyond the school, transforming it into a more 
“just and loving community.”21 The chapter ends with a thematic categorization of all of 
the material in Chapters 3 and 4. I conclude with a section reflecting on how this material 
informed the creation of the human-subject research explored in the next chapter.  
Chapter 5 explores the results of a survey-based study. The study is a mixed-
method approach with both qualitative and quantitative elements, intended to answer 
three distinct categories of questions. First, descriptively, how do people describe the 
purpose of schooling and how — if at all — does the sampled population make 
connections between schooling and spirituality and/or religion? Second, confirmationally, 
is there any evidence in this new data to suggest the existence of the “Transformation 
Schema” frame developed in Chapter 4? Third, exploratorily, to what extent — if at all 
— do correlations exist between respondents’ perception and experience of religion 
and/or spirituality and their feelings and thoughts about schooling? The chapter ends with 
a reflective analysis of the findings, the possibilities for future research, and identification 
of “patterns of action” in US public schooling, which are then analyzed further in Part III. 
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Part III: Construction and Recommendation 
Part III of the dissertation consists of Chapter 6 through Chapter 8, which offer a 
theological reflection on the data explored in Part II, with a focus on developing a 
practical theology of public education as established in Part I. Chapter 6 does two major 
things. First, it completes the analysis and interpretation of public schooling as a practice. 
It shows how the “pattern of action” described in Part II is “situational, strategic, and 
embedded in misrecognition.” Each of those descriptors is clarified in separate sub-
sections. Second, I explore the nature of a “social imaginary” drawing upon the work of 
Cornelius Castoriadis, and I explicate how the pattern of action described in Part II 
“maintains, creates, and/or disrupts” what is called “The American Educational 
Imaginary.” Chapter 6 completes the claim that US public schooling is a practice that 
shapes worldview, providing the basis for analyzing the practice of schooling through 
theological lenses.  
Chapter 7 is an examination of the scholarship of Grace Jantzen and Paulo Freire, 
whose work serves as the major theoretical lens through which to consider schooling. It 
is a constructive chapter that highlights some of the resonances between Jantzen and 
Freire, drawing explicit attention to some of the areas that seem readiest for cross-
fertilization. Bringing together Jantzen and Freire’s work against the backdrop of Bell’s 
Bourdieusian practice theory and Castoriadis’ understanding of social imaginaries yields 
a new, constructive concept of conscientização natal, the implementation of pedagogies 




status quo for the sake of overcoming alienation and necrophilia so as to emphasize 
humanization and natality.  
 Chapter 8 explores what possibilities for change emerge as a result of a mutually 
critical correlation between conscientização natal and the practice and imaginary of 
American public education. In particular, I consider what areas of transformation are 
suggested for both education and religion as well as educational theory and theology. I 
am interested in both the first and second order discourses of education and religion, 
looking to make recommendations at the level of observable, material action, as well as at 











PART I: FRAMING 
Part I details my intentions for the dissertation. It consists of Chapters 1 
and 2, which function together to outline the context, scope, and goals of 
the project. Chapter 1 establishes what is meant by “a theology of public 
education,” and Chapter 2 explains what it means to develop such a 






ON THE NATURE OF A THEOLOGY OF PUBLIC EDUCATION 
 
The activities that compose learning not only engage us in our own quests 
for answers and for meanings; they also serve to initiate us into the 
communities of scholarship and into the human community, in its largest 
and richest sense.22 
— Maxine Greene 
 
This chapter establishes what is meant by “a theology of public education,” 
building toward Chapter 2’s explanation of what it means to work on a project like this in 
such a way that it is a “practical theology of public education.” Extant theologies of 
education are considered, with John Hull’s work serving as the most significant model for 
this project.23 
Previous Approaches 
Whereas “education” is a broader term encompassing the variety of contexts and 
processes by which people learn, this project is concerned with the formal structures and 
history of “schooling” that takes place in the public education sector. For my purposes, 
public education is an equivalent phrase to “the schooling that happens in public school.” 
This means that private schools — both religious and otherwise — are not under 
consideration and neither is any explicit exploration of the influence of familial or 
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community life even though these dynamics undoubtedly influence schooling practices in 
public schools. The domain under investigation is not the teaching of religion or theology 
in public schools, but the broad history and practices of public schooling and ways they 
might be fruitfully used as a site for theological reflection and construction.  
My focus on public schooling arises from several dynamics that are worth 
naming. First, public schooling is the area of education which I have the most familiarity, 
both as a student and later as a teacher. Second, while community and state colleges can 
be considered part of the US system of public education, they have a less significant 
impact in terms of the number of students who regularly engage with them as compared 
to the K-12 systems. Third, I believe that the US system of public education significantly 
influences the context of human lives, what we think that learning and knowing are, and 
how people imagine future possibilities for themselves and their community.  
By limiting the scope of this investigation to K-12, I am addressing an ongoing 
discussion, but I recognize how that choice also limits the reach of this work, leaving 
questions open for further investigation. For example, Part III of the dissertation engages 
significantly with the work of feminist and critical pedagogies, both of which argue that 
questions of education and formation extend beyond the walls of publically funded 
school buildings. I agree with this assessment, and may well consider future research 
with a broader scope. For this project, however, I focus concern on K-12 public schools 
to fill a void in current theological literature on public schooling in the U.S., which 
simultaneously fills a void in the educational literature and in the scholarship of practical 




A minimal amount of existing literature is explicitly framed as theological 
reflection on education or pedagogy. My focus on public education diminishes the 
number of relevant sources even further. Nonetheless, there are several significant 
scholars whose work is relevant, even if not entirely applicable. The rationale I used for 
selecting resources for this chapter pertained to the degree to which the work addressed 
education broadly, either in an attempt to construct a theology of education directly or by 
addressing relevant topics while developing an adjacent project. Selected authors were 
ones whose projects were resonant with my attempt to develop a practical theology of 
American public education that is accessible and of interest to those within the Christian 
tradition, those in other religious traditions, and those who are not part of any religious 
tradition.  
For example, Leslie Francis has done a significant amount of writing on a 
theology of education, but it is largely contextualized within religious schools or the 
teaching of religion in governmental school in the UK.24 Consequently, his work is 
considered very little in this project. Of the literature that does explicitly address a 
theology of education in an American context, much of it is framed within the context of 
education already presumed to be inscribed within a Christian context. For example, 
Perry Downs has an article “Education as Sacrament,” which addresses “the interaction 
between theological convictions and educational practice.”25 While this generally is of 
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interest, Downs’ framing makes it clear that he is writing in consideration of Christian 
educators teaching in higher education settings. Downs’ view is that, “because all that is 
comes from God, all of life must ultimately be related back to our understanding of God. 
A Christian perspective demands a foundational integration of all areas of life into an 
articulated whole. Anything less is sub-Christian and idolatrous.”26 While I would 
encourage personal reflection for Christians engaged in the process of public education, 
Downs’ advocacy for a full and explicit integration of theological and educational 
principles is not an approach I support, at least, certainly not in terms of public schools.  
Downs suggests that, “when our work of education qua education is done from a 
perspective that is rooted in both the science of education and in the theology of 
redemption, it can be seen as both a means of participation in God’s redemptive work and 
a means through which God gives grace to those who learn.”27 I find this approach too 
closely overlaps the goals of the Church and the school, attempting to subsume the latter 
into the former. Downs’ work and similarly framed scholarship are addressed very rarely 
in this project. Instead, the trajectory of my work approaches a study of education on its 
own terms and brings it into dialogue with theology and philosophy of religion.  
Having established the focus of analysis as public education, the more substantive 
task is to clarify what it means to develop a “theology of” such a topic. Since the relevant 
scholarship is quite limited, I will first provide a review of the leading scholars and their 
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contributions, concluding this section with my own framing of what constitutes a 
theology of education. I take as my starting point John Hull’s model of a theology of 
education, using it as a frame of reference in reflecting on other authors. His work serves 
both as a point of comparison with other authors and as the basis of my own approach.  
John Hull 
John Hull was a British scholar of religious education and practical theology 
whose work on a theology of education is some of the most nuanced material that has 
been produced on the topic. Philosopher of education Wilna Meijer writes of Hull that 
“no other thinker... has so uncompromisingly developed a theology of education by 
taking the modern concept of education — often labelled 'liberal humanist' or 'secular 
humanist' and as such opposed to religion — as a new challenge to ongoing, open-ended 
theological reflection. I think he has set an example for educationists as well as 
theologians.”28 I share Meijer’s sense of Hull’s thoroughness. It is for this reason that his 
work serves as the basis for my own understanding of a theology of education.  
Hull’s book Studies in Religion and Education contains the most sophisticated 
approach to defining a “theology of education” that I have found. While other texts 
provide longer reflections on the topic, Hull’s chapter “What is Theology of Education?” 
is the most detailed typological accounting of what characteristics might rightly comprise 
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such an endeavor. I will briefly sketch his model below and then consider it at greater 
length by means of comparison with other models of developing a theology of education. 
Hull’s frame consists of (a) two clear rejections of constructs that he thinks are errors, (b) 
an aim for a theology of education, and (c) two viable approaches toward that aim.  
First, he identifies an error that can be called the “domesticization of education by 
religion” in which normative claims from a particular faith tradition attempt to intervene 
in the content and methods of not-explicitly-religious education.29 A reductive form of 
this argument is when people are concerned that public school “undoes” Christian 
teaching because it is not explicitly supporting a Christian worldview. Hull writes that 
“such an approach cannot hope to succeed because it … fails to take modern education 
seriously. It refuses to scrutinize education, but merely tells education it should be 
something else.” 30 From Hull’s view, this is inappropriate because a pluralistic public 
education should entail openness; attempts to force the goals of education to comply with 
the goals of a particular doctrinal stance place limits on the kind of learning that ought to 
be available in the public education of a pluralistic society.31  
Second, Hull identifies an error that he calls the “universalization of education 
into religion,” whereby scholars attempt to say that all education is already religious. He 
names that this perspective pins its hopes on a homo religiosus argument and claims that 
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“all education, rightly understood, is religious education (because people are already 
religious).”32 Hull takes umbrage with this too — though he acknowledges that it is the 
lesser of two evils in terms of actually contributing to a robust pluralism — because it 
still inappropriately collapses education into religion. Whereas the previous error 
wrongly attempts to frame public education as a subset of confessional religious life, this 
error does the inverse: it frames all human activity as inherently religious in a broad 
sense.  
For Hull, a viable theology of education must not collapse (a) the goals and 
practices of confessional religious life and learning into (b) the goals and practices of 
public education in a pluralistic society. That is, “the aim of a theology of education must 
therefore be to show that theology can provide a legitimate and a possible source of 
understanding for education but not a necessary one.”33 With this aim as a goal he 
conceives of two viable trajectories and research agendas for developing a tenable 
theology of education that succumbs to neither of these errors. 
 Though he does not explicitly refer to the two trajectories this way, they could 
aptly be called the “non-confessional” and “confessional” approaches. In the non-
confessional approach, a theology of education could be undertaken by anyone. It is an 
“intellectual activity open to all rational people involving examination of what 
theologians have said about education, what might be inferred about education from 
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various religious belief systems and so on.”34 It might also entail, in a more sophisticated 
form, an examination of the unacknowledged ways educational theory, policy, and 
practice, unintentionally reflects a particular theological perspective or worldview. For 
Hull, this option entails studying theology, something he contrasts with doing theology, 
which can only be done if the scholarship in question operates from within a confessional 
pre-commitment, as it does in the second approach.35  
In the confessional form, a theology of education could only be pursued by a 
person with a particular and explicit faith commitment. As Hull says, “in so far as it 
involves the doing of theology of education, it is a minority activity, relevant in the first 
place to those who are religious and wish to articulate their participation in education in 
terms of their religious consciousness.”36 Whereas the non-confessional approach to a 
theology of education places the scholar’s own religious commitments outside of explicit 
engagement with the study of education from a theological perspective, the confessional 
approach requires that the scholar address the domain of education from the perspective 
of a religious framework. This approach might consider the implications of teaching in 
the public schools for a Christian teacher or inquire as to the religious considerations of 
Muslim parents sending their children into public schools. It would entail reflecting on 
the educational and theological implications of being a person of faith in the educational 
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system, whether that be as a teacher, parent, child, or as a voter who helps determine the 
policies which mandate certain educational practices. 
While Hull is keen to identify the distinction between the types, he is also clear 
that people wanting to produce confessional theologies of education have significant 
contributions to make. He writes, “it is in the interests of a more reflective and 
sophisticated teaching profession that such individuals should be helped to reflect about 
their professional work in light of their faith.”37 At stake for Hull is the importance of 
maintaining (a) the separation between the practices of pluralistic public education and 
confessional religious life while also (b) affirming that there is a relevant and robust 
conversation to be had between those domains as long as they are held apart and not 
allowed to collapse into one another. He writes: 
Theology cannot seek to absorb education; it cannot seek to establish a view of 
education such that the principles of education flow necessarily and exclusively 
from theology. This would mean that only theists, or believers in whatever kind of 
theology was being set forth, could take part in education. On the other hand, 
theology cannot admit that it has no right to an influence upon education; for then 
no theologian could be engaged in a consideration of education and preserve his 
integrity.38 
 
The clarity and distinctions of Hull’s typology are novel, both in terms of his sense of the 
“errors” and aims of a theology of education. While there is little extant literature that 
explicitly frames itself as a theology of education, the texts that do exist tend to operate 
within one or the other of Hull’s “errors.”  







While I am less inclined to consider other approaches to the material as errors, I 
do understand Hull’s inclination to do so and generally favor his method, even if I do not 
believe other means of considering the content are a priori faulty. In particular, his clarity 
regarding the differences between confessional and non-confessional approaches is 
useful. As he writes, “in this way the dignity of education as a secular sphere of human 
expertise is secured, but it is made clear that such secularity does not carry with it 
immunity from criticism from other forms of life such as religion and art.”39 Wanting to 
frame this project as public theology accessible to an audience other than just the Church, 
this rejection of immunity is an important frame to keep in place. Religious reflection 
may well be of use to education without needing to affirm that education is 
confessionally religious. 
Below I will consider five other approaches that, while not as explicitly a 
“theology of education” in Hull’s terms, nevertheless offer insight into what a theology of 
education might endeavor to be. First among these is Ian T. Ramsey, a theorist of 
theology and education regularly referenced as one of the first modern scholars to address 
the topic.  






Ian T. Ramsey 
Ramsey was a bishop in the Church of England and a British theologian 
influenced significantly by the work of Ludwig Wittgenstein.40 He was an early advocate 
for interdisciplinary study and one of the topics he considered was education. Originally a 
lecture and later developed into an article, Ramsey’s “Towards a Theology of Education” 
from 1970 is one of the earliest texts that explicitly takes on the task of articulating the 
nature and scope of a theology of education in the modern era. It is referenced by Hull, 
and both of the subsequent thinkers, as a key starting point for their work on the issue. 
Ramsey’s approach begins with framing religion as  
a vision of the eternal disclosed through the temporal. It relates to what is seen, 
and more… We only know this 'more' by being awakened to it… by coming to 
see, by responding to what is disclosed around things temporal in a moment of 
vision. Only then do we come to ourselves, do we find fulfilment and freedom.41 
 
Above Ramsey is making more of an existential comment than a theological one. For 
example, he is not arguing that the eternal can be solely understood as the Logos of 
Christian theology. However, his position does presume that a knowledge of this “more-
ness” is the only way by which fulfilment and freedom can be experienced.  
Without coming to see the depth beneath the merely fleeting experience of the 
temporally disclosed world, the fullness of humanity is not experienced. For Ramsey, to 
the extent that this more-ness is viably disclosed through educational processes, the 
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importance of that education is not merely related to pedagogical or occupational goals, 
but anthropological and existential ones as well. He writes that people of faith can “make 
anyone aware of that faith dimension to human existence… by pushing each subject to its 
extremity, be that subject history or science or literature or economics or sociology.” 42 
Ramsey believed that any topic, when pressed far enough, eventually opened into a 
vision of the “faith dimension,” to a “more-ness” found when “walking on the frontiers of 
the subject and asking ultimate, limiting questions.” 43 I see here a Tillichian flavor in 
which any field of inquiry, regardless of its focus or concern, when pushed to the ultimate 
questions viable in that domain, engenders the potential of a dawning awareness of the 
“faith dimension.” For Ramsey, this awareness was the telos of education.  
[W]hat I am saying is that the overall task of education is not primarily to inform, 
and certainly not to indoctrinate, but to provide that atmosphere, climate, 
framework of ideas, patterns of argument, in which people grow to their 
fulfilment, and find a true humanity and a true glory.44 
 
 While Ramsey is himself a Christian, he attempts to resist reading his Christianity 
too broadly into the educational task. This might not be strictly necessary if intending to 
speak to a wholly Christian audience but, by framing his approach this way, he has 
opened up the possibility of a broader understanding of his method. While I appreciate 
his attempt and his gesture to the kind of approach a public and pluralistic reflection 
might take, I think his framing ultimately fails to address the issue of differing views. 
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Beyond the fact that “a true humanity and a true glory” is a notably Christian turn of 
phrase, the whole of Ramsey’s model has an underlying argument which presumes a 
particular religious structure to human experience. He says we discover our identity, 
only when we respond to what inspires us in a moment of vision. That is the 
dimension which to my mind the humanist approach overlooks. As far as they go, 
okay. What they miss out is this dimension, the faith dimension… In other words, 
the difference between the Christian and the humanist at this point must not be 
seen primarily in terms of two rather different sets of belief… I am bound to say 
that I do not see the humanist account of the situation as wrong... I see it not as 
wrong, but as epistemologically inadequate.45 
 
 In terms of working towards a theology of education that is viable as a reflection 
on a pluralistic public education system — which, to be clear, was not Ramsey’s focus, 
but is mine — Ramsey’s position that, “as far as they go, okay” seems somewhat 
disingenuous to me. His position is that anyone who does not recognize “the faith 
dimension” is missing something, that their perspective is deficient. Ultimately he does 
not give the humanist position any viable legitimacy. It is not another perspective or 
worldview with which to engage, but an incomplete and faulty one that is “missing out” 
on the faith dimension. This is resonant with the category error that Hull identifies as the 
“universalization of education into religion.” 
If, when pressed to their limits, all subjects eventually yield the possibility of the 
disclosure of the dimension of faith, then education at its boundaries is religious. I agree 
with a modified version of this position but find it problematic in this form. For people 
who are religious, I think that the faith dimension is discoverable at the limits of any 






subject. I find for myself that, at the edges of my understanding there is the holy power I 
mark as the Spirit of God. I have found this experience of power in differential equations 
courses in my undergraduate engineering courses, in John Coltrane’s Love Supreme, and 
again in Adrienne Rich’s “Diving into the Wreck.” However, this has more to do with my 
orientation to the world than any particular quality of those subjects or the world.  
I firmly believe that Ramsey was genuine in his desire to make sure that 
education’s goals should never be “to indoctrinate.” Nevertheless, without modification, 
his position is fairly well situated within a religious worldview and not likely to appeal to 
humanists or dialectical materialists, for example. While he does not indoctrinate, his 
position does presume that the structure of human experience, when reflected upon, will 
yield evidence of a religious underpinning. While I happen to agree with this position, I 
recognize that this is a result of religious and epistemological pre-commitments, not a 
priori truths. To develop a non-confessional and public theology of education, another 
approach must be taken. Fellow British theologian Rupert E. Davies draws on Ramsey’s 
work to provide another take on the subject.  
Rupert E. Davies 
A Methodist clergyman and English scholar of John Wesley, Davies also served 
as the president of Wesley College, where his concern for a theological approach to 
education was solidified.46 Published in 1974, Davies’ A Christian Theology of Education 
                                                          
 





is the earliest full book in English that explicitly identifies itself as a theology of 
education. As such, below I will give it a thorough examination as it is an early framing 
text for anyone hoping to develop work in this area. 
Davies is clear that he has at least two major goals. The first is “to persuade non-
teacher Christians of the Christian significance of education” and the second is “to 
persuade teachers of all sorts of the educational significance of theology.”47 His first 
argument is similar to Ramsey’s above, though with greater nuance. He begins with an 
ontological claim about the nature and existence of truth then modulates his point slightly 
as he considers the experience of learning true things. He begins by arguing that  
God is the source of all truth, and so is the starting-point of all revelation. 
Therefore, no truth is known unless he reveals it, whether it be truth about the 
natural order or truth about ultimate reality. He is also the finishing point of all 
revelation, since all knowledge, truly so called, is knowledge of truth, and all truth 
is revealed by God, and it is to God we come by seeking for truth.48 
 
Davies is more direct than Ramsey in naming God as the undergirding reality behind all 
knowledge; however, he also recognizes that his claims are not the way most people 
experience learning even if they are Christian theists. He writes that each person that 
learns grows slowly over time, and in so doing, learns to trust that learning helps to reveal 
how the world works. 49 This process,  
takes place without any conscious reference to God, of any sort whatever. In fact, 
it can well be maintained that to think of God during the accumulation of 
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scientific knowledge would cloud the issue or fudge the facts; at best it would 
confuse two things which need to be distinguished, the facts themselves and their 
ultimate interpretation.50 
 
 Davies affirms the structure of reality as God-given in a manner similar to 
Ramsey, but he puts a finer point on the importance of differentiating between “the facts 
themselves and their ultimate interpretation.” I find this articulation to be far more 
apropos than Ramsey’s insofar as Davies does recognize that how he explains the origin 
and source of the facts is an interpretation — one he believes to be true, but an 
interpretation nonetheless. He writes that “the ultimate definition of truth has to be: truth 
is what God knows,” but then immediately recognizes that this “definition cannot be 
acceptable to anyone who does not believe in God or cannot see any meaning in the word 
‘God.’” 51 He then clarifies further, adding that “we are assuming, of course, both that 
‘God’ is a meaningful word and that God exists.”52 Absent these assumptions, Davies’ 
frame has no basis and he recognizes it. Or, rather, he seems to recognize it.  
I find that Davies’ writing is conflicted on this point. Ten pages later he writes a 
more confessional statement, namely that “...man, when he finds the truth, finds the truth 
of God; and without God’s revelation this point would never have been reached. And this 
is still the case whether or not at the end of the enquiry the enquirer is an atheist or a 
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theist.”53 My comments above in regard to Ramsey’s approach to the humanists “missing 
out” on the faith dimension are applicable here as well. In Hull’s terms, Davies is doing 
confessional theology of education, reflecting on the nature of the educational process 
from within a theist frame of reference. However, when the recognition of a confessional 
stance is not made and the theological frame of reference is treated as inherently 
constitutive of the nature and process of education itself, this approach is resonant with 
the category error that Hull identifies as the “universalization of education into religion.” 
Davies does this.  
This does not mean, however, that Davies’ accomplishment is without value. The 
issue is that undue universalization has occurred, not that the theologizing itself is faulty. 
Davies provides a solid confessional theology of education. What I take issue with is his 
lack of recognition of the universalizing qualities of it, not the theology itself, which is 
well done. For example, his articulation of the relationship between human reason, 
revelation, and God’s action provides a clear description of a way to relate these various 
topics for a Christian.  
Human reason, prompted by the Spirit of God, puts the right questions, and 
suggests the available answers, and its contribution is thus entitled to be styled 
“natural theology”… In the order of being God is absolutely prior to all things, to 
the entire universe; therefore, His is the beginning of truth and knowledge, since 
all things take their origins from Him. But in the order of knowing, man, with his 
desire to know, is prior, even to God; for without man there is no process of 
knowledge at all.54  
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 Davies is here attempting to defend against a claim that his position moves 
towards Pelagianism. If humanity is itself the source of knowledge and initiates learning 
of things in the natural order (illumination), the human might also be the source and 
initiator of divine knowledge (salvation).55 Davies attempts to cut off such an objection, 
writing that this critique is premised on the faulty confusion between being and knowing. 
By reaffirming God as the origin of being itself, Davies understands all processes as 
actions always secondary and consequent to God’s action in establishing being. This 
includes the process of learning. Davies refers to this dynamic as a “palindrome of 
revelation,” as it both starts and ends with God in both directions. Having established his 
palindromic theology of revelation, Davies then moves on to the even less common 
ground of his second major goal: “to persuade teachers of all sorts of the educational 
significance of theology.”56  
 Davies begins his argument with a brief reflection as to why so few theologies of 
education have been written. He writes that “there is a kind of silent concordat between 
theologians and educationalists that they will operate in distinct universes of discourse, 
and need not, except in case of emergency, as when both religion and education are 
threatened by war or by an authoritarian government, engage in conversation together.”57 
Anecdotally, I have found this to be accurate. I recall, for example, the 2016 annual 
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meeting of the New England Philosophy of Education Society, in which two of my 
colleagues and I had prepared a session titled “Reflection on the Role of Religion and 
Spirituality in the Public School Classroom.” Though the conference attendance was 
about 100 and only two other simultaneous sessions were running from which to choose, 
not a single person attended our panel. No one even entered the room except for the 
person assigned to facilitate our panel and, later, the conference organizer. Both were 
embarrassed but even they were at a loss for words as to what to say.  
Davies suggests that our unease with thinking about education and religion 
persists because “the areas of theology and education overlap so much.”58 As for why this 
division emerged in the first place, he cites historical realities such as “the long-overdue 
resolve of scientists, artists, and philosophers to throw off the yoke of a prescribed 
theological system” and the parallel resentment that rose in the Church “by the loss of 
their valuable and long-held ‘colonies’ of academic discourse.”59 Whatever the cause, 
and regardless of the fact that he thinks this resolve was “long-overdue,” Davies thinks it 
is ultimately not serving the broadest interest of education or theology to keep the two 
siloed.  
 Noting that Ramsey is one of the only theologians to have attempted to develop a 
theology of education, Davies begins by outlining his approach and explaining why 
Ramsey’s method was insufficient. He has two major criticisms. First, he takes umbrage 
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with what he sees as Ramsey placing “all his emphasis on the ‘moments of vision’ which 
human beings experience, and on the exploration of those moments in which they 
subsequently engage.”60 His comments mentioned above regarding the importance of 
understanding that God’s being — as opposed to autonomous human will — is the 
initiating factor in learning are reflective of his concern. Second, he believes that 
Ramsey’s approach is too rarified to be as relevant as he thinks it should be. He charges 
that Ramsey has “vindicated the relevance of theology to education, and of education to 
theology” only in those places of vision, in the “'high moments” at the limits of the 
subjects of education. 61 This is true, but insufficient for Davies. He is clear that teaching, 
“does not consist entirely of high moments and fundamental decisions,” and quite often 
“entirely lacks these elements.”62 Instead, he offers that education is, for the most part,  
a humdrum business of arousing interest, maintaining order, assisting 
understanding, provoking curiosity, answering questions, giving information and 
indicating the sources of further information, and maintaining a corporate and co-
operative spirit of enquiry.63 
 
 For Davies, a Christian theology of education must not just speak to the 
boundaries of a subject wherein students cross into the dimension of faith, but also the 
dailiness of it, the “humdrum business” of classroom management, assessment, and 
lesson prep. In terms of the distinctive contribution of Christian theology to the 
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educational endeavor, his argument is tortuous but, at its end, he claims that there needs 
to be a philosophical or theological telos for educational systems or they will not be 
properly constructed. For Davies, a Christian theological framework must be in place 
prior to Christians adopting an educational framework. 
There is a need after all for a philosophical or theological adjudgement of man in 
the universe before we can be sure that we are erecting our system of education 
on a proper basis, and if many of the current bases of educational theory (often 
alleged, falsely, to be non-philosophical and non-theological), are, to say the least, 
debatable, it is open to a Christian theologian to offer a Christian theology of man 
and apply it to education.64 
 
Before detailing how Davies sets out to “offer a Christian theology of man and 
apply it to education,” it is first worth a brief note reflecting on what the approach 
presumes. Theologically, his tact implicitly suggests that an appropriate theological 
anthropology, if developed in theory, could be applied to the practice of education. This 
methodology is problematic, not only as a function of its tensions with Hull’s errors, but 
even more broadly in terms of the ways it diminishes conceptions of how educational 
practices themselves might provide wisdom. This kind of applied theology as a foil and 
precursor to a more robust form of practical theology is discussed in the next chapter. In 
brief, however, it is worth noting that I am of the mind that practices themselves can be 
sites of disclosure of wisdom and transformation and that education is not built on a 
proper framework, but is an organic and fluid thing that meets the needs of learners.  
                                                          
 




Davies, conversely, takes a Schleiermacherian approach where the practice of a 
theology of education is the “crown” or application of good theory which necessarily 
precedes it as the root.65 His offering arrives by means of a rapid tour of developments in 
theological anthropology and soteriology, with particular emphasis on the doctrine of 
imago dei and on Irenaeus, Luther, and Barth.66 Rejecting a notion of a historical account 
of the fall and a lapsarian anthropology of total depravity wherein humanity is severed 
from the image of God, Davies adheres to an understanding of humankind in which “man 
is created as a person — though for much of his life, and through the whole of his youth, 
a person-in-process-of becoming… from the start in a partly actual, partly potential 
relationship with God and his fellows.”67 Following from this, Davies suggests that “the 
person-in-process-of becoming, and also the person-in-relationship-to-God-and-other-
persons” is by nature “ambiguous.”68 Able to enact altruism and greed, “the capacities for 
good and evil… are always present in varying degree and strength.”69 In light of his view 
of human nature, Davies sees the task of education to be clear and two-fold.  
The first task is “to encourage the good in man and discourage the evil, and it is to 
these ends that a great deal of educational effort is in practice directed, whether the 
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‘good’ be understood intellectually, spiritually, emotionally, or morally.”70 However, 
given that individuals are inherently “in greater or lesser degrees out of proper 
relationship” with God and each other, this task alone is insufficient. This “breakdown in 
relationship,” is named as sin, and is an enduring aspect of being human. As such, “just 
as ignorance needs enlightenment,” so too does “sin need forgiveness,” and therefore 
“education is incomplete without the Gospel of forgiveness and the Gospel of forgiveness 
is incomplete without education; and both education and the Gospel are integral to the 
purpose of God” for humanity.71 For Davies, a theology of salvation and a theology of 
education are vitally interconnected. He writes that “liberation and education are not 
ancillaries to religion and the Gospel,” but “integral parts of the Gospel.” 72 Consequently, 
his understanding of the goal of education is intimately tied up with a sense of salvation. 
The relation, then, of education to salvation is that of the part to the whole; and if 
it be, as it is, God's purpose for each member become wholly mature vis a vis 
God, himself and other people, then education has a vital role in the fulfilment of 
God's purpose, a role which both theologians and educationalists neglect at their 
peril, and all Christian teachers to their infinite shame.73 
 
Ultimately, Davies claims that “there are consequences for education from Christian 
theology properly understood,” and details eight of them. This is the single most 
                                                          
 
70 Ibid., 45. 
71 Ibid. 





thorough account of the practical implications of a Christian theology of education that I 
believe has been written in English to date. They are summarized below. 
1. The Church has a vital and inescapable interest in all parts of the educational 
process and in all aspects of educational organization. This interest should not 
lead to an attempt to have the Church reassert its dominance in public educational 
endeavors, but instead, find its way into the intentions of individual Christians and 
Christian organizations to work toward the bettering of all educational 
organizations.  
2. If it is permissible to draw up a hierarchy of values in education, then Christians 
should put the interests of the child and student at the top, and those of the teacher 
second, and those of the administrators and the government last. 
3. Christians should recognize that in so far as the child’s welfare must come first, 
other than parents, teachers are the most influential members of any community. 
Their training their quality of life, and their opportunities for further developing 
their skills as educators should be valued second only to the welfare of the 
children they teach. 
4. Following from the above, the Church ought to be involved in the recruitment, 
encouragement, and support of teachers of all subjects. 
5. The Church should recognize that religiously-based schools will never again be 
the majority of educational institutions, but that this ought not be a cause for 
complaint. Christians should be able to — and be encouraged to — be of service 
in public schools that are not religiously-based as well as in private schools that 
are. 
6. To be thorough and complete, education must offer the possibility to teach about 
scriptures, histories, and practices of a variety of faiths, especially in terms of how 
faith influences ethics, economics, politics, and social life. Access to this kind of 
education should be neither compulsory nor banned, but made available as 
students and communities request it. 
7. To the extent that teaching about religion itself is part of public educational 
efforts it should be recognized that teaching religion is a very challenging task 
and that teacher training for it is largely insufficient. Perhaps most notably there is 
far too much time in many curricula dedicated to knowledge of and exposure to 
particular scriptures and not enough, proportionally, to theology, hermeneutics, 
comparative religious study, and philosophy of religion. 
8. Christians should recognize that while questions of education on a national scale 
are inherently political, they should not become overly identified with partisan 




education, and to promise to support it, and then to reorganize educational 
systems for the benefit of a party’s political victory. 74 
 
These implications are ones I find myself largely in unity with, particularly the way the 
first point interacts with the fifth. Indeed, part of the reason to attempt a theology of 
education at all is due to the conviction that education and schooling ought to be of a 
concern to churches. Much in the same way that a concern for the health of our natural 
environment is a viable site for eco-theological reflection, so too is concern for education 
as a public good a robust source for what might be called “edu-theological” work.75 Care 
for the public good ought to be a concern for Christians and need not entail 
Christianization. This includes public schools. Recognizing the public nature of 
American schooling reinforces the reasons to develop a theological approach that 
contributes to a discussion of education that is accessible to those not affiliated with the 
Church. This is the greatest area of disconnect between Davies’ position and my own. 
What is jarring are not his conclusions, which seem apt, but the way he frames his 
conclusions as necessarily true for all people. When he writes that regardless of whether a 
person is “an atheist or a theist,”76 when “he finds the truth, he finds the truth of God,”77 I 
find myself cringing some. Personally, I can unequivocally affirm this statement. My 
understanding of my Christian faith has much to do with understanding God as the lens 
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through which I interpret and see the whole of the world, not just “sacred” things. This is 
particularly true of my tradition of The Religious Society of Friends where we understand 
all life as sacramental.78 What is important to me, however, is finding a way to 
communicate this position that has integrity with my own sense of things and also does 
not presume that those whose faith differs from mine are somehow deficient. This project 
is an attempt to endeavor toward this goal. Peter C. Hodgson, whose work will next be 
considered, moves significantly further toward this intention.   
Peter C. Hodgson  
Hodgson, a Presbyterian theologian who taught for many years at Vanderbilt, is 
the first American scholar to be considered here. In God’s Wisdom, he offers a more 
recent (1999) contribution toward the development of a theology of education. His tact is 
not to approach the topic from an anthropological angle, but via a consideration of 
Sophia, God’s Wisdom, and the ways it can be paired with paideia, nurture, upbringing, 
and “the Lord’s way of education.”79 Though I will not draw heavily on Hodgson in my 
constructive work, he is one of the few scholars to have produced a full theology of 
education, and his critics, especially, provide important insight to me.  
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 Hodgson’s book is less single-minded than Davies and entails a sight-seeing tour 
that stops at points in Jewish Torah study, early Church patristics, episodes with 
Augustine, Aquinas, and then on past Luther to John Calvin. His goal is to demonstrate 
that this literature reveals a Judeo-Christian understanding that “knowledge not only 
informs but transforms; it joins intellect and personal salvation, enlightenment, and moral 
condition.”80 He makes clear that, while the idea of paideia traces its lineage back to 
Platonic philosophical content, his appropriation of it for Christian theology requires 
some significant modulation. Whereas in the Hellenistic context students would be 
understood to possess a self-arising spark of desire (Eros) to know truth and to be formed 
by it,81 a Christian reading of education must grapple with the theological assertions that 
God is the source and manifestation of that truth (Wisdom) and that human nature as it 
stands is somehow constituted in such a way as to make our efforts to comprehend that 
truth as marred by error and misstep (sin). 
 The translation of paideia from its Greek origins to the fusion of Hellenistic and 
Hebraic thought found in the Bible results in a substantive change in the meaning of the 
terms. In the Greek frame, learning was tantamount to a “recollection” of the good, true, 
and beautiful, which “we originally bear within ourselves… for the truth lies within us 
and the spiritual content within us must be brought forth to consciousness.”82 In the 
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Christian frame, the fall precipitated a sinful turning away from the one true God to false 
gods, and “above all to the idol of the self-absorbed self,” a proclivity which continues to 
this day. In Hodgson’s frame, “salvation, conversion, and transformation” are remedies to 
a tendency toward idolizing our own capacities.83 As he puts it, “education is not so much 
the drawing-forth of what the human subject already knows inwardly, but the drawing-
out of the human subject from self-centeredness to God-centeredness or reality-centered-
ness.” 84 The shift of centering is understood as a kind of transformation, “from a 
condition of ignorance, illusion, forgetfulness, closure, isolation, and alienation to one of 
knowledge, truth, recollection, openness, connection, and reconciliation.”85 This shift is 
brought about through God’s agency in Spirit, presence in Wisdom, and incarnation in 
Jesus. For Hodgson, moving from one condition to another is viable by means of learning 
because of God’s desire to have humans know truth and be free.  
Hodgson writes that “human beings are intrinsically free beings, and education is 
their liberation, their coming into their own as humans.”86 Given his prior affirmations, 
the term “intrinsically free” here must be read as something like “intended to be free 
given their nature as part of the order of God’s good Creation,” not that human autonomy 
is self-arising. At a broader level, Hodgson’s claim is that  
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God's Wisdom engenders, both outwardly through its incarnate shapes and 
inwardly through the illumination of the Spirit, a distinctive sort of wisdom in 
human beings... Education as paideia is, in the most fundamental sense, nurturing 
or formative of human life; without it, human beings can scarcely exist as human 
at all, and they certainly cannot flourish.87  
 
This flourishing arises by means of three avenues through which paideia functions to 
help the learner “come into their own.” He notes that they correspond to the “cognitive, 
aesthetic, and ethical dimensions of human experience.”88 The three elements of paideia 
are not linear, but can overlap, spiral, and loop. The process is not sequential: they are 
summarized below for expediency, not to suggest authority or order.89  
● Critical Thinking manifests as a kind of discipline and attention not only to topics 
and processes but also to a metacognition wherein the individual is drawn 
dialogically into the mystery of thinking and being as such.  
● Heightened Imagination manifests as a precritical, immediate, engagement with 
an individual’s experience. It can also become a “post-critical contemplation, 
appreciation, and appropriation of critically constructed reality and of the mystery 
that runs through it.” It is evidenced through “an imaginative seeing of the whole 
in the parts and the parts in the whole.”  
● Liberating practices emerge as the concrete work toward a new way of being and 
acting in world, influenced, in reflection, by critical thinking and a heightened 
imagination. It is movement toward freedom.  
 
Hodgson writes that, in each of these elements, God's Wisdom functions as a 
“radicalizing power,” working so that education begins to “awaken, discipline, focus, and 
expand the development of wisdom in human beings as they respond in however diverse 
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ways to the beckoning call of being, truth, goodness.”90 In this regard, Hodgson has made 
his claims external from an inherently Christian view. The terms of transcendence he 
employs do not require adherence to a Christian perspective, and he is clear that his 
Christian interpretation of this experience is premised upon preexisting Christian 
commitments.  
If awareness of goodness is repressed, it needs to be released, brought into the 
open, and connected with other elements in the educational experience. This is the 
religious dimension that is for the most part silently present in all forms of 
education…. That is, the elements of critical thinking, heightened imagination, 
and liberating practice, together with their religious implications, are or should be 
always present in the great diversity of levels, subject matters, methods, and 
professional orientations. 91 
 
Having summarized Hodgson’s work, I want to turn to some of Hodgson’s critics, 
each of whom has offered a critique which has been instructive for me. I am attentive to 
Hodgson’s critics here as I read in their objections concerns that must be addressed in any 
attempt to develop a theology of education. As this is also my intent, I will consider the 
critical engagements of three scholars as exemplars of the concerns. 
Fiachra Long’s most substantive critique is that the claim that all learning, truly 
understood, shares the same paideiac focus of nurturing risks the flattening of the often 
polyphonic and varied goals of education as it is practiced. 
The use of a single objective for education (nurturing) leaves one prone to a 
reversal, effectively turning all knowledge into secular knowledge. This clever 
switch reveals the weakness from a theological perspective of what I am 
interpreting as Hodgson's monophorism. It is an argument that has led to the 
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banishment of theology from Institutes of Higher Learning in the past, for if one 
has science, what need is there for theology?92 
 
This critique is adjacent to the articulation of the problem Hull names when he notes that 
theology should not “seek to absorb education” or suggest that “the principles of 
education flow necessarily and exclusively from theology.”93 Hodgson does not seek to 
enforce his views on others and is keenly aware of the pluralistic nature of the context in 
which he is writing. In spite of this, by saying that all education is undergirded by a 
singular telos — even if that goal is very broad — he puts himself in a corner such that he 
either needs to assert that Christian theological language is the best way to articulate 
educational dynamics or has to backpedal and reaffirm the rift between non-theological 
and theological knowing. Long marks these categories as “natural knowledge and God's 
wisdom.” 94  
 Ironically, even though Hodgson is clearly sensitive to those who might want to 
“colonize paideia with a sectarian agenda,”95 his attempts to be both generalized and 
universal have garnered him critics from both directions. Long critiques Hodgson’s 
unintentionally forceful “monophoristic” flattening of all learning into one form of 
knowledge and all learning goals into one underlying educational objective, whereas Paul 
Griffiths argues that Hodgson’s work lacks sufficient vigor and exhibits a milquetoast 
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method. Griffiths sees Hodgson’s book as an attempt to link “impassioned pleas for a 
transformative pedagogy with explicitly Christian theological ideas,” but claims that it 
does so “always in an embarrassed tone.” 96 Griffiths wants a stronger apologetic faith, 
not an ashamed one. Referring to Hodgson’s approach, he writes that  
Jesus is presented as one who can model a "redemptive or transformed 
pedagogy," but this claim is immediately followed by an emphatic disavowal 
(unjustified and unargued) of the idea that Jesus should be given any higher status 
than that of exemplar. Hodgson again and again apologizes for the "relativity and 
limits" of his own Christian perspective. Because he does not take his own 
Christianity seriously, his contribution to a theology of education also cannot be 
taken seriously.97 
 
A similar complaint comes from Stephen Webb, in the conclusion of his review of God’s 
Wisdom, also included in an edited form in his book Taking Religion to School. His take 
is that in trying to reach a broad audience, Hodgson “trims Christianity to fit into his 
general theory of pedagogy.” For Webb, a theology of education ought to frame 
Christianity as “a challenge that demands to be considered on its own terms,” suggesting 
that, “rather than baptizing education with religious sentiment, theologians should seek to 
carve out a space in the classroom for Christian voices in all of their particularity and 
singularity.”98 For Webb, Hodgson’s “baptism of religious sentiment,” means that the 
theology fails to really address existential student needs. 
Hodgson assumes that education merely needs to liberate students' spirits... If one 
assumes instead, with the Christian tradition, that students are mired in sin, then 
their liberation demands a transformation. They need to be immersed in a 
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tradition that can empower them to become something other than what they 
already are... 99  
 
This tradition, for Webb, would presumably entail strong universalizing claims that 
would turn students not toward learning as liberative, but to Christ. Schooling then just 
becomes a place for a “competition of ideas” wherein Christians can practice having their 
views challenged and challenging others. 
 What is common to both Webb and Griffiths is a tacit argument that, because 
Hodgson recognizes that the claim “students are mired in sin” arises from particular 
Christian commitments and he has decided not to proclaim that position as de facto truth 
for all people, he “does not take his own Christianity seriously” and is not truly working 
“with the Christian tradition.” Webb expands on his own position in his book, the 
broadest summary of which is as follows. 
First, the teaching of religion is a religious activity… Second, if teaching religion 
is a kind of religious activity, then it is of the utmost importance that teachers 
think through the intersection of theory and practice, reason and faith in their own 
lives… Third, if teaching religion is a religious activity, high schools, colleges 
and universities need to give more scope for religious voices in the classroom and 
among religion faculty members.100 
 
Part of what is at stake for Webb is his belief that “there is little doubt today that 
American schools promote spiritual superficiality, moral shallowness, and cultural 
relativism.”101 I imagine, then, that with increased “scope for religious voices,” Webb 
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thinks that “spiritual superficiality” might be turned back to more fruitful depths. 
Furthermore, it is important to recognize that Webb’s arguments are largely about the 
teaching of religion in public schools and not teaching generally, which is Hodgson’s 
focus. I imagine that Hodgson felt he was “taking Christianity seriously,” and that he was 
doing it in such a way that recognized the realities of the pluralistic context of the United 
States in the 21st century.  
The critiques levied by Long, Griffiths, and Webb ought to be addressed in my 
own work. From Long I take the reminder that when learning is framed as 
“monophoristic,” possessing only one ultimate form of knowledge and one educational 
objective, a danger arises to allow the total secularization of the learning process. From 
Griffiths and Webb, I take the reminder that my position, influenced as it is by public 
theology and Hull’s call for a commitment to pluralism and a resistance of theology 
“absorbing” education, will likely mean my work will be contentious. Or, that I might be 
charged with not taking my faith seriously. Unwilling to submit to these critiques, it 
would be easy to dismiss these potential claims as part of a stream of triumphalist 
Christendom from which I wish to distance myself. Instead, I would like to hold these 
critiques lightly, seeing if there are ways my work might be of service to these positions 
as well as those beyond Christianity entirely. That goal, of providing scholarship that is 
used within and beyond theological circles, is one that is met in the work of Maria Harris, 





Harris was a Catholic scholar whose body of work was fairly broad and was 
influential to the field of religious education in general. Here though, I will focus on her 
text Teaching and Religious Imagination, the clearest place where she articulates what 
might be termed a “theology of education.” Consider the concluding passage of her 
introduction to that book, a text that is referenced often in the field of religious education.  
We practitioners [teachers] are often thought of as mere technicians or as being so 
involved with people at the levels of ordinary dailiness that we do not stand back 
to reflect with seriousness on what we do… I hope [this book] will be read and 
received as one attempt, out of the experience of many years, out of conversations 
with thousands of teachers, out of profound conviction about the importance of 
imagination and concern for the “deeper things," to record that experience and 
those conversations to encourage that conviction, and to say to teachers who love 
their work: This is a noble, beautiful, and graced activity, this teaching; a religious 
vocation, which, when entered into with grace and dwelt in with fidelity, has the 
power to re-create the world.102 
 
While Harris is a religious education scholar, here she is discussing “teaching” more 
generally. Though she does not formally offer a full theology of public education as I will 
detail below, she is undeniably interested in the practice of teaching in general, not just in 
church settings. Two particular aspects of the passage above are exemplary of her 
position. 
First, note her oppositional framing of “teachers as mere technicians” compared to 
those “concerned with deeper things.” She sets up a hierarchy here wherein “merely” 
attending to skills in the classroom is less desirous than engendering a culture of 
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transformation. I will return to Harris and this type of argument again in Chapter 4, where 
I categorize it as part of what I call the “transformation schema.” Second, note that for 
Harris, teaching has “the power to re-create the world.” 103 This is perhaps the most 
intense action possible. The theological ramifications are clear. As a Christian, Harris is 
part of a tradition whose scripture claims that the creator of the world is God, who will 
also one day make all things new, including the earth.104 To re-create the world is a 
powerful, divine thing. Indeed, Harris frames teaching as “a religious vocation.” As I 
have shown elsewhere, Harris is hardly alone in this framing: a significant portion of 
teachers describe their profession as “a calling” which is spiritual in nature.105 On one 
hand, Harris’ position seems to be meant as metaphor. It is disingenuous to read her as 
saying that teaching is capable of re-creating earth in the sense of some global, material 
renewal. The point here is not that one would have to be Christian or confessionally 
religious to be a teacher, but that the effects of teaching and learning are so powerful that 
they merit being in orbit with terms like “calling,” “fidelity,” and “grace.” On another 
reading, however, perhaps there is more to Harris than allusion. 
I write this in 2020 amid current realities of climate change, an apparently 
increasing possibility of violence with North Korea, and global quarantine resulting from 
COVID-19. As a consequence, I think often of Gordon Kaufman’s recognition that with 
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the destructive power of nuclear weapons, humanity itself can participate in the ending of 
one world and the beginning of whatever comes next.106 Whether the eschaton is nuclear 
or ecologically Anthropocene, it is not so far-fetched to think that what happens in 
classrooms can influence how the world will be re-made. I think it unlikely that Harris 
was thinking about remaking the world after an apocalyptic tragedy. However, teaching 
as part of raising up a society that helps to avoid such tragedy may very well be part of 
what she imagined. The future of the material world does indeed depend on the actions of 
students that are learning about themselves and the world under the watch of teachers. On 
another pass through Harris, it seems this may well be what she is after. 
She writes that teaching, “when seen as an activity of religious imagination,” is 
the “incarnation of subject matter in ways that lead to the revelation of subject matter.”107 
At first glance, this seems resonant with Ramsey’s notion of the “faith dimension” that 
resides at the edges of all subject matter. However, Harris continues that the revelation in 
question “is the discovery that human beings are the primary subjects of all teaching, 
subjects who discover themselves as possessing the grace of power, especially the power 
of re-creation, not only of themselves, but of the world in which they live.”108 
Functionally, Harris’ position is that teaching can be seen as a form of catalyzing 
imagination, which has the ability to yield transformation, and potentially redemption.  
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Important for a project on a theology of education, Harris does not just leave the 
focus of her work as “education” in the abstract, but also focuses on concrete pedagogical 
methods and teachers themselves.  
Power, communion, justice, and peace are profound subjects and not always 
offered as the fruit and end and direction of teaching. But this may turn out to be 
precisely what is wanting in teaching: We think in terms that are unworthy of us; 
we think too narrowly: we do not dare a vocation to the universe. But teaching is 
at best such a vocation, a calling to re-create a planet, all the stellar space 
surrounding it, and all the dreams and visions and hopes of the planet's 
inhabitants. The way of teaching offered in this book is the way of imagination — 
of religious imagination — where, having incarnated subject matter so that it 
leads to the revelation of subject matter, we discover that we (participating 
subjects) have received the grace of power in order to help re-create a world of 
communion, of justice, and of peace.109 
 
What Harris called for was a classroom rooted in, and catalytic of, creative imagination 
that is directed towards greater justice. Indeed, she identified teaching that does that as 
the best teaching can be. The passage above is representative of a major theme 
throughout Harris’ whole body of work. Harris repeatedly named the importance of the 
imagination and aesthetic ways of knowing.  
One of the thematic constants in Harris’ work was her “conviction that the heart 
of teaching is imagination, not technique, and that education as work of art requires the 
teacher to assume the role of artist.”110 Her approach was to use theological themes111 not 
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directly for their doctrinal implications, but as “religious metaphors” that can provide a 
way of seeing the act of teaching as a form of religious imagination. Extending this 
position from a theology of teaching to a theology of public education, one can imagine 
Harris arguing for teacher training programs that encourage the “deeper things” and 
provide students ample opportunity to reflect on the ways they might help themselves and 
others move towards greater justice and peace.  
Harris will be taken up again in Chapter 4, however here it is important to note 
that within Hull’s typology, Harris could be categorized as approaching the form of a 
confessional theology of education, “relevant in the first place to those who are religious 
and wish to articulate their participation in education in terms of their religious 
consciousness.”112 I would also note that her framing edges up on the kind of error Hull 
identifies as the “universalization of education into religion.” While I do not think Harris 
had it in mind to overlay her experience onto all teachers, when she identifies the “best 
teaching” as one oriented toward goals of “communion, justice, and peace,” there seems 
to be some judgement being issued to those teachers who are “mere technicians.” Put 
another way, the difference between a desire for “deeper things” being descriptive of 
Harris’ own religiously-convicted position versus a normative view of how all teaching 
ought to be is significant. A similar position is taken up by American practical theologian 
and religious education scholar Mary Elizabeth Moore.  
                                                          
 




Mary Elizabeth Moore 
A Methodist deacon, practical theologian, and life-long religious educator, 
Moore’s approach to considering education and theological reflection is significantly 
shaped by process-relational thought. In Teaching from the Heart, she has created a text 
that explicitly engages pedagogical methods, viewing them as a valid site for theological 
reflection. More so than even Harris, who engaged directly with educational methods in 
her book Teaching and the Religious Imagination, Moore has systematically explored the 
theological implications of different ways of teaching. Between her introductory and 
concluding chapters are five chapters that each reflects on a single educational 
methodology, placing that method into conversation with Moore’s process-relational and 
feminist theology. While her focus is on educational methods more broadly and not 
specifically on public schooling in the United States, her approach is useful to my project 
here for other reasons. While Hodgson gestures toward the literature of practical 
theology, passing briefly over the increasing importance of practice in theological 
education literature,113 his work is not readily read as a practical theology. That is not a 
failing of Hodgson, but having Moore is an important voice for my project in that she 
understands her work as “a dialogue between educational theory and theology that might 
transform both.”114 She understands her task as one in which influence goes both ways. 
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While Moore does not title her as a “theology of education,” it is similar to Harris’ work 
and can be understood as one in a general sense.  
Resonant with Freire, whose work emerges as important to this project in 
Chapters 7 and 8, Moore has a conviction that a “vocation of becoming human” is 
universally underneath all types of education from pre-school up through graduate 
education, regardless of whether or not it is explicitly religious.115 For Moore, education 
is about leading people into growth by drawing out the truth, no matter where that truth 
might be found. Since truth can be found through religious education as well as not-
explicitly-religious education, she is less concerned with firmly bifurcating those 
categories. Indeed, the fact that we feel the need to make clear demarcations between 
those two types of education is a cause for reflection. 
This book is written on the bridge between the lands of educational method and 
theology, and hope seems to flow from both lands. The lands are really parts of 
one whole, artificially divided by a culture that puts everything in categories and 
an academic structure that reinforces the categories. Standing on the bridge, I can 
become very angry about the separations that make the bridge necessary. After 
all, the waters beneath the bridge and the land beneath the waters already connect 
the two lands. But standing on the bridge, I can also become hopeful about the 
interchanges made possible by having a bridge to travel. 116 
 
Here Moore grieves what I read as the same kind of siloing that Davies lamented. “The 
separations” she notes are the same historical realities that he framed as “the long-
overdue resolve of scientists, artists, and philosophers to throw off the yoke of a 
prescribed theological system” and the parallel resentment that rose in the Church “by the 
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loss of their valuable and long-held ‘colonies’ of academic discourse.”117 As a practical 
theology, Moore’s goals and methods lead her into a piece that seeks to engage both 
theology and education constructively, not seeking to force educators to come again 
under the yoke of a prescribed theological system, but to see where their goals might 
overlap and point toward some shared work with theologians. These goals are resonant 
with my own. In addition to this broad level connection with Moore’s work, there is a 
particular piece of content that is especially compelling to me and relevant to this project.  
In one section of her closing chapter, Moore details her understanding of teaching 
as “from the heart,” via an examination of biblical notions of mind and heart as well as a 
nuanced reading and critique of Parker Palmer's educational epistemology and pedagogy 
in To Know as We Are Known.118 There she sites Palmer's goals for educators and how 
they entail the development of what he calls “wholesight,” or the combining of the 
rational and objective knowing of the eye with the compassionate and relational knowing 
of the heart. We must hold these together, says Palmer, or we will be too easily swayed 
into one or another poor replacement for what we should be doing: making space for the 
practicing of communities of truth.  
While Moore is sympathetic to Palmer's desire to have knowing become 
communal and less “neutrally objective,” she is critical of his “wholesight” notion when 
grounded in a bifurcation of rational objective knowing and compassionate relational 
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knowing. She argues for a sense of heart-teaching which takes its cues from the Hebraic 
sense of heart (ֵלב) as the simultaneous seat of intellect and affect: the center of knowing 
and feeling together, not in tension and needing to be reassembled into a whole, but 
always already part of a matrix of identity and coherence.119 This is one of the ways that 
Moore clarifies that “the waters beneath the bridge and the land beneath the waters 
already connect.” What she has done is to use theological reflection from biblical studies 
and used it to critique an educational position. In doing so she contributed to educational 
theory by means of theological reflection and did so without explicitly mandating that 
education become doctrinally oriented to one or another faith positions.  
To return for the last time to Hull’s typology, this aspect of Moore’s work can be 
seen as what could be identified as a non-confessional approach to a theology of 
education. This does not preclude Moore from having her own faith commitments. She 
makes use of the Hebraic notion of the heart as the combined seat of affect and intellect, 
drawing on this knowledge via her own faith commitments and scriptures; however, the 
point to be made does not require an assent to her commitments in order for it to be 
intelligible. I see this approach as one that opens the door to an engagement with 
educational content that is both pluralistic and public as well as theological and 
particular. This publicness is a quality that I intend to develop as well. 
Also important in Moore’s work, simultaneously resonant with Harris and with 
Hodgson’s construction of paideia, she places a high value on the importance of the 
                                                          
 




imagination and affect in both educational and theological endeavors. Interestingly, 
Moore approaches this concern through dual avenues, sharing the Freirean sense of the 
importance of imagination to liberation and joining it with Whitehead’s process-relational 
idea that “education is the guidance of the individual towards a comprehension of the art 
of life.”120 She writes that “perhaps the aesthetic qualities so valued in art and life can 
actually be a valuable tool in stimulating creativity and insight in theology,” and that 
“imaginative tools can complement the long-revered analytic tools in much-needed 
ways.”121 In her later essay, “Imagination at the Center,” she develops these ideas even 
further. 
Imagination inevitably stirs movement and transformation, however slight…What 
strikes me here is the difficulty of teaching with imagination, even more the 
difficulty of designing educational systems permeated with imagination. Primary 
and secondary schools are expected to carry much of the public's agenda for 
social stability and protection... These protectionist roles are valuable and 
necessary in human communities where schools are the only social institutions 
that touch all children and youth. However, a protectionist mentality can obscure 
the lure to address social dangers in more visionary ways.122 
 
Working to support the development of those “visionary ways,” Moore develops 
five “complexes of educational practice to cultivate imagination.” Her complexes, in 
summarized form are as follows.123  
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“Seeking Goodness” is the name given to practices that enable people to discover 
and analyze forces of goodness and evil, stirring vision, and equipping people with skills 
to enhance common good. This involves people discerning and maximizing the 
nourishing powers that exist in the world and simultaneously while decrying and 
reforming destructive powers. “Touching the Unknown” is the name given to practices 
that support individuals in developing a sense of the world as open-ended and malleable 
rather than mechanistic. This involves intentional encouragement to consider the role of 
the transcendent in education, whether that be transcending the limits of an evil social 
system, narrow understandings of humanity, or ways of living. “Intimate Knowing” is the 
name given to practices that engender a passion for knowing things and people in their 
concrete particularity, not in abstraction. This involves giving attention to the depths of 
students as people, the realities of a particular community in time, and the realities that 
students encounter in textbooks and in the course of daily life. “Knowing the Stranger 
and the Unfamiliar” is the name given to practices that help people to cross cultural, 
geographic, religious, age, and disciplinary boundaries. This involves a kind of exposure 
to new experiences as in touching the unknown, but it involves the increasing 
development of a sense of intersubjectivity. “Imaging and Responding to the Possible” is 
the name given to practices that catalyze the envisioning of alternate futures. This 
involves concrete engagement with context so as to work toward “actualizing 
potentiality" and not merely theorizing. 
Moore’s complexes will return Chapter 7; however, when they do, I will only be 




expressions of the first three complexes intertwined. “Knowing the Stranger” is the result 
of seeking to touch the unknown and to do so with intimate knowing. Likewise, 
“Imagining and Responding to the Possible” is another way of naming the process of 
seeking to manifest goodness in a way that has yet to be seen, and to do so such that it 
can be intimately known.  
Conclusions for My Approach to a Theology of Public Education 
Having reviewed much of the significant literature related to a theology of 
education, in this section I will review some of the major points of resonance and 
dissonance with the authors considered, concluding with my hopes for what this theology 
of education will accomplish. The unease with which theology and public education are 
considered together has been referred to by Davies as Cold War Era East and West 
Germany: because of “so many common interests, but afraid of each other’s strength” 
there was “intentionally erected an Iron Curtain… in order to be sure that each country 
had complete freedom to do what it wanted to do without interference by the other.”124 
That separation is even more marked in the United States, an exploration of which is 
taken up in Chapter 3. It is at least partly because of this tendency to keep them silo-ed 
that I feel compelled to develop a theology of education in the US context.  
My hypothesis is that some of the educational challenges and tensions that the US 
experiences are directly related to unacknowledged ways education in this country has 
                                                          
 




been shaped by religious and theological views. By refusing to develop greater 
conversation between the disciplines of education, theology, and religious studies, 
scholars have underdeveloped some of the very tools of analysis that might help clarify 
and/or reframe current dynamics. As such, the aim of this project is to (1) examine some 
of the aspects of the telos of US public education; (2) explore how that telos may be 
supported by practices of public education; (3) consider ways both may have been 
influenced by latent theological frameworks; and in light of the above, (4) reconsider 
both the practices of public education and theological frameworks which provide insight 
into those practices.  
The claim is not that one can find a particular point in history when explicit 
confessional theological commitments or tropes “infiltrated” the goals and practice of 
public education. Rather, the telos of US public education — and some of the practices 
that support it — have been tacitly influenced by theological concepts in ways that 
diminish opportunities for imaginative human flourishing. The traces of theological 
influence present in the telos and practices of US education are not there due to 
intentional inclusion or nefarious conspiratorial insertion, but because of the ways 
Christian worldviews have had a normative influence on much of US culture. The 
persistence of these theological contours is maintained because of continued practices 
which, while not explicitly Christian or religious, function as “systems of durable 
transposable dispositions,”125 carrying and passing on traces of views that often are not 
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immediately evident. Given that the evidence of this influence is largely not in the “what” 
of any school curriculum, but in (1) the “how” of the pedagogy used to teach it and (2) 
the presumed goals of the educational enterprise, the evidence of this theological 
influence is not readily identifiable in educational literature. One of the contributions a 
theology of education can make is to name some of these influences and their 
consequences. As Hull notes, a theology of education is thus also educational theology, 
the theology implicit within education made explicit.126 This position is one which I find 
much value in pursuing. I am also highly sympathetic to dynamics in Davies’ approach as 
well. 
Most significantly, I appreciate Davies’ arguments that Christians should be 
concerned with education in general and that there is a Christian theological rationale for 
supporting a child-centered educational model wherein children explore the world even if 
there is no explicit Christian teaching in it.127 I also believe that his decision to frame a 
theology of education in terms of theological anthropology is viable and deserves some 
prolonged attention. While I will more significantly prioritize questions pertaining to 
knowing, learning, and imagining, anthropological themes about human being are 
threaded throughout my project as well, especially in Chapter 8. 
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 From Hodgson, via his critics, I come away with a commitment to avoid what 
Long calls “monophorism.” Rather than presume a single ultimate telos to the process 
and aim of learning itself, I want to recognize that even though my own Christian 
interpretation of the situation may encourage me to locate “origin, sustenance, and 
initiator of all learning in God,” this approach does not seem viable given my interests in 
developing a public theology, a topic addressed more thoroughly in the next chapter. 
While this may read to some as not “taking my Christianity seriously,” one defense I 
offer is that I believe my Christianity and my God can take care of themselves and, in this 
current political and social moment, it is more important to be a connective bridge builder 
than a staunch and solitary defender of the faith. 
From Harris I take a reminder to be sure to note that identifications of “best 
teaching” can easily be read as normative universalizing claims. If my description of 
teaching is an interpretive one that I see as useful for Christians thinking about teaching, 
but not for a broader audience, I need to make that clarification. In both Harris’ and 
Moore’s work I affirm their emphasis on the importance of imagination and affect as part 
of both theological and educational endeavors. I think that the human capacities for 
imaginative and creative action are vital components of a theological anthropology useful 
when considering education. Both are resonant with the scholarship of Grace Jantzen and 
Paulo Freire, thinkers who factor significantly into the theological reflection of Part III of 
this dissertation. 
In terms of Hull’s model, this project will proceed with frames relevant both 




public theological concerns128 my approach is intended to be relevant to Christians 
engaged in US public education and those who are not Christian but have an interest in 
educational processes and are willing to consider the benefit of reflection that draws on 
religious and theological themes. While I agree with Davies that it is viable for a 
“Christian theologian to offer a Christian theology... and apply it to education,”129 I want 
to make sure that, even as I offer my Christian perspective, I do it in such a way that the 
analysis and ideas might be of interest and use beyond the Christian context. When 
Christian theological frameworks are employed, I endeavor to communicate them in such 
a way as to make them intelligible to those who are not themselves Christian.  
In closing, I also want to note that at an intuitive level, I also come away from 
Moore’s work with an appreciation for the anger she feels when, “standing on the bridge” 
considering the reflection on the separations between education and religion that “make 
the bridge necessary.” Finally, and perhaps most significantly, as a practical theology, 
Moore’s methods and commitments within practical theology have significantly 
influenced my own approach, her “complexes of educational practice to cultivate 
imagination,”130 frame some of my own thinking in the next chapter. 
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A PRACTICAL THEOLOGICAL APPROACH  
Practice helps identify and then bring to speech the kinds of theological 
knowledge that live in bodies, performances, and spaces. Practical 
theology becomes the discipline that reflects on this knowledge and brings 
it into critical conversation with other modes of knowing.131 
 
— Ted Smith 
 
This chapter explores how the scope and focus of this project, as described in 
Chapter 1, will be approached using practical theological methods. It also establishes the 
definition of practice that will be used for the remainder of the dissertation. This project 
seeks to pave the way toward a viable theology of public education in the US context. It 
does this informed by the literature of practical, liberationist, and public theologies. For 
the sake of typological — and typographical — clarity I have framed my work as a 
practical theology. It is, however, a practical theology heavily influenced by the 
scholarship of both Latin American liberation theology and the academic discourse of 
public theology. Below I lay out the method, rationale, and goals of the following 
chapters. In the first section I identify some of the defining features of my method of 
practical theology. In the second I clarify the theory of practice that undergirds the stated 
method. 
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As I endeavor to develop it, my practical theology has three defining features. 
They are not unique among approaches to practical theology, but clarifying them helps to 
identify the intentions and scope of this project. I will detail each in a sub-section below. 
Feature 1: Guided by Material Sources and Transformative Intent 
First, I affirm experience and material sources to be valid sources of theological 
insight. Furthermore, I believe that one of the goals of a practical theology is to 
contribute to material changes in the world and the ways people experience it. I 
understand practical theology as theological reflection upon the study of human practices, 
material conditions, and systems of power borne on an explicit commitment to have 
theology influence those practices, conditions, and systems. In this sense, I unite with all 
three areas that Mary Elizabeth Moore addresses when she writes that, “people who 
engage the issues of practical theology seem to share three common concerns: that 
theological reflection be focused on the data of concrete experience and action; that 
theological constructs be shaped, at least in part, by these experiences and actions; and 
that theological reflection contribute understanding of experience and direction for 
action.”132 Practical theology acknowledges that the material world and experiences in it 
are valid sources for theological reflection and practical theologians desire to have that 
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theological reflection influence the material world. It shares this feature with a number of 
theological traditions, most notably for this project, liberation theology.  
 This attention to the observable world is important in that practical theology is to 
be done, from the very start, with an intention to be put to use for change in communities 
beyond the academy. This is not to dissent from David Tracy's concept of “the three 
publics of theology” wherein every theologian is accountable to the publics of the church, 
the academy, and broader society,133 but to note that my emphasis is on the public of the 
broader society. While I do intend for this text to be relevant to the Church and the 
academy, largely that comes from a desire to have both the Church and academy more 
engaged with society beyond the sanctuary and study. In a similar way, my development 
of practical theology generally affirms Max Stackhouse's four publics — religious, 
political, academic, and economic. 134 
 As mentioned above, Moore suggests that there is a common center to the work of 
academic practical theologians that resides at the intersection of religious tradition(s) and 
observable data, with an intent to offer meaningful reflection for use by both people of 
faith and the broader publics in which those people of faith live. The reference to “for 
use” is meant to suggest the practical theologian offers a constructive option for change 
in behavior and/or thinking. Beyond these three areas of agreement, Moore also identifies 
at least five diverse aims of practical theology, acknowledging that “some people easily 
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identify themselves with more than one of the aims described below, and others identify 
primarily with one, while appealing to others as subsidiary.”135 Her list is comprised of 
the aims that practical theology (1) guides the life of the church, (2) unites the arts of 
ministry or practical disciplines, (3) offers analysis of society and church practices, (4) 
contributes practical wisdom to theology and ethics, and (5) suggests means of social 
transformation.136 These aims are likely to shift in emphasis somewhat depending on the 
researcher and the research being undertaken, but a key stance for my work here is that it 
(3) offers an analysis of society valuable mostly to the extent that it contributes to (5) 
actual transformation that is observable in the material world.  
 From an academic perspective, my commitment to transformative action is 
largely drawn from the insight of Latin American liberation thought, particularly from 
Gustavo Gutiérrez, Juan Luis Segundo, and Paulo Freire, and also from the ways Rebecca 
Chopp has interpreted this trajectory. This focus on liberationist thought is addressed in 
greater detail as part of the section addressing the third feature below, however, it is 
worth noting here that this focus allows my approach to practical theology to be clearly 
categorized in Kathleen Cahalan's typological framework. 
 Cahalan suggests that embedded underneath any of the particulars of method and 
research focus, there are three “approaches” which can be used to describe a theologian's 
pre-commitments and hopes. The first of these she calls “the late modern approach,” and 
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is typified by Don Browning and his employment of hermeneutic theory and dialogue for 
the purposes of using philosophical and public claims to make moral and ethical 
positions.137 The second is “the counter-modern practices approach,” as typified by Craig 
Dykstra and Dorothy Bass's McIntyreian advocacy for the development of practices 
intended to strengthen and form Christian identity.138 The third, “the radical postmodern 
liberationist approach” is typified by Rebecca Chopp's liberationist commitments to a 
non-universalizing set of reflections and the development of symbols and patterns for 
particular people in particular contexts.139 In this typology, my work is clearly a “radical 
postmodern liberationist” approach, and it is owing to the importance of the liberationist 
trajectory that the third feature is considered. 
 Before detailing that feature of my approach, though, I will give greater detail 
about my method. Within my scholarship I intend to acknowledge that the material world 
and experiences in it are valid sources for theological reflection and desire to have that 
theological reflection influence the material world, but the question of how my work will 
accomplish this challenge still needs to be addressed. This issue is considered in the 
second defining feature of my approach to practical theology. 
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Feature 2: Employing a Nested Process of Correlation 
My approach is to proceed by means of a nested process of critical correlation, 
wherein theology and a not-explicitly-theological field are critically correlated and within 
theology, liberation and public theological views are held in dynamic tension. I 
understand this as a modification of critical correlation as articulated by David Tracy140 
and employed by numerous practical theologians.141 This is the second defining feature 
of my approach to practical theology. It follows from the first feature, which addresses 
the legitimization of “data of concrete experience and action” as a source for theological 
reflection. Consider Figure 2.01, which illustrates the manner in which that theological 
reflection is to occur.  
Figure 2.01: Double Correlation 
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In the first form, theological reflection is being done on not-explicitly-theological 
data about human practices in an interdisciplinary way.142 This mutually critical 
correlation is a “fluid dialectic between human situation and religious message,”143 
allowing data from another discipline to influence theological interpretations and 
interpretive strategies, and vice versa. In considering the relationship between the not-
explicitly-theological data and theological reflection upon it, I unite with Don Browning's 
notion that practices have theory implicit within them, and that theory suggests practices. 
Browning uses the term “theory-laden” to “rule out in advance the widely held 
assumption that theory is distinct from practice,” suggesting that the theological method 
that should follow from this is a move from “theory-laden practice to a retrieval of 
normative theory-laden practice to the creation of a more critically held theory-laden 
practices.”144 To engage with not-explicitly-theological data and expect that the results of 
the engagement will yield strategic proposals that generate new “understanding of 
experience and direction for action,”145 then some method other than theological 
reflection is needed. This, then, raises the question of the relationship between the “other 
method” and theology.  
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 On this point, I affirm David Tracy's Tillich-inspired concept of mutually critical 
correlation, wherein the “cultural situation” is held beside “traditional interpretation(s)” 
and both domains are allowed to “critique” the other: theology can and should influence 
social scientific reflection and vice versa.146 Similarly, Johannes van der Ven identifies 
the epistemological challenges inherent in using empirical data, offering that there are 
four models possible for practical theology that uses empirical data: monodisciplinarity 
(the applied model where theology is queen and social science is just for learning how 
best to do theology),147 multidisciplinarity (a two-step approach where data is first 
gathered and then reflected upon normatively),148 interdisciplinarity (a similar approach 
to multidisciplinarity but where the two domains are interactive like Tracy's concept),149 
and intradisciplinarity (in which theology itself is understood to be empirical: just as the 
tools of Greek philosophy were taken into the theological discipline, so can 
empiricism).150 Of these, my work is closest to van der Ven's interdisciplinarity. The first 
form of correlation in my work is between educational resources (history, sociology, and 
philosophy of education) and theological reflection. 
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As shown in Figure 2.01, within my theological reflection is the second form of 
correlation, a meta-critique between public theological approaches and liberation 
theology perspectives. These are both broad categories for sets of arguments as to the 
best way to manifest socio-political and economic change by means of theological work. 
There is much that overlaps between them, but there are also significant differences. For 
example, theologians that self-identify with liberationist thought and public theology 
might all agree that theology must “begin with the grassroot encounter, address the needs 
of the oppressed, and work for social change.”151 However, what precisely “working for 
social change” means concretely might vary widely. The second form of correlation in 
my work is between liberationist and public theological perspectives.  
 In the attempt to have theology influence “human practices, material conditions, 
and systems of power,” I want to hold in dynamic tension (a) the radical revolutionary 
vision and scope of Latin American liberationist movements associated, for example, 
with Gustavo Gutiérrez and Paulo Freire and (b) the more incremental and reforming 
tendencies of public theology as articulated by, for example, Sebastian Kim, and Max 
Stackhouse. My approach is an attempt to engage divergent theological traditions for the 
purposes of critical praxis correlation152 with the intent to contribute to a plurality of 
recommendations to materially increase human flourishing. There is no reason that 
conclusions drawn from within the liberation tradition and the public theology tradition 
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cannot both be lifted up, though they might be in logical conflict. The Church is broad 
and society even broader: I find myself in agreement with Whitehead that what might 
first appear as a contradiction may become a contrast, which holds the differences rather 
than resolving them.153 
Just as there are times when the engagement with theological reflection causes a 
reassessment of data and sometimes data causes a reassessment of theological reflection, 
so too will there be contexts in which a liberationist perspective might public theology 
and vice versa. The twining of differing strategic trajectories is, methodologically 
speaking, the most distinctive characteristic of my practical theological approach: it 
refuses to collapse recommendations into a “one best way” approach. Instead, when the 
time comes, in Chapter 8, to generate “understanding of experience and direction for 
action,”154 the emergent possibilities will offer a surplus of options rather than a 
reduction.  
 Some understandings and directions will be uncompromising, radical, and 
revolutionary; others more staid, policy-oriented, and reforming. In both cases, the task is 
oriented toward human flourishing. The goal is not the articulation of some universal, 
“common human experience” as such, but, inversely, the development of multiplicity. I 
do not want to attenuate the call for Justice by means of what Chopp calls “liberal-
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revisionist rationality,”155 or what Allen Moore identified as the “trivializing of liberation 
by appropriation,”156 but the sounding of the song of, what in my Quaker tradition we 
might call the inbreaking of the reign of God,157 a realized eschatology existing in the 
present and the not-yet. Yes, the Reign of God breaks in on us in its fullness here. And... 
more fullness is coming.  
Feature 3: Multiplicitous Strategizing 
At the most basic level, this project has been influenced by Latin American 
liberation thought, primarily via Segundo's hermeneutic method and Freire's argument for 
the role of education in contributing toward the realization of a fuller, less oppressed 
humanity.158 These “gleanings” from liberationist thought challenge the strategic 
responses typified by the discourse on public theology. In my work, the theology of 
hermeneutic suspicion and solidarity with the oppressed are operative to guide the 
articulation of the context and content of the research. When I make strategic proposals 
for theological and social change, I intend to do so by following both liberationist frames 
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and ones grounded in public theology. I sketch below the dynamics from these traditions 
I employ.  
 
Gleanings from Liberation Theology 
Methodologically, this project is informed by Juan Luis Segundo's hermeneutic circle of 
four steps. This pattern, in broad strokes, parallels the development of this dissertation.  
1. We have some experience that leads us to develop an “ideological suspicion”  
2. We allow our “ideological suspicion” to guide us in a questioning of the social 
structures and theological interpretations which grounded the experience.  
3. As a result of this questioning of social structures and theological frameworks, we 
experience the possibility of a new theological insight which we seek to find 
grounding for in our traditional interpretations of text, questioning the text if such 
grounding is not found. 
4. In the search for understanding the new theological reality as read through 
traditional texts, we end up with new interpretations of the text that shed light on 
our experience.159 
 
While the hermeneutic circle is complete in these four steps, Segundo explicitly cites 
Gutiérrez's idea that new interpretations and articulations of the Gospel are only made 
real when they are lived in physically manifesting ways. He writes, 
[T]he annunciation of the Gospel thus has a conscientizing function, or, in other 
words, a politicizing function. But this is made real and meaningful only by living 
and announcing the Gospel from within a commitment to liberation, only in 
concrete, effective solidarity with people and exploited social classes.160 
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 As I see it, this functions like a fifth step, highlighting the importance of Gutiérrez's 
thought in Segundo. It could be framed as something like the following: 
5. On the basis of the new interpretations, we make a material change to better 
organize our lives so as to better sustain the insights and theological frameworks 
that are reflective of the new interpretations. 
 
 For Gutiérrez, the culmination of liberation theology is a communal experience of 
Christ as Liberator experienced in Christian faith and praxis. He suggests that, if we 
understand the Church as a sacrament of salvation, following Lumen Gentium, no. 9, then 
the Church has an obligation to manifest materially the message that it is supposed to be 
proclaiming.161 The Church ought to bear witness — understood sacramentally — and 
make the invisible grace of God's liberating presence visible in material, observable 
history. As Gutiérrez writes, "the boundaries between the Church and humankind are 
fluid not merely in the Church's direction, but also, it may be said, in the direction of 
humankind and the world... the Church is of the world: in a certain sense the Church is 
the world: the Church is not Non-World."162 The task of the Christian is to turn toward 
Creation and help it to yield more flourishing, not to turn away from it by placing all 
attention and action toward some future hope. 
 As Daniel Schipani interprets it, the Latin American liberation perspective holds 
that the church is far less identified as the Kingdom of God itself and far more so with 
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what he calls “Kingdom politics,"163 wherein values present in the Kingdom of God are 
practiced in the present order. The emergence of conscientization is the development of 
“a grammar of transformation,”164 a way of being and speaking that allows new, 
“Kingdom” thoughts to be spoken and lived into. This commitment has also been referred 
to as a “critical praxis correlation”165 wherein the touchstone of reflection in critical 
correlation is only that praxis which can be materially demonstrated to manifest in greater 
liberation and human flourishing for those who have been oppressed. The voices of the 
victims are the voice of God.166 Rebecca Chopp’s work is influential on my own in this 
regard. 
In her articulation of the relationship between praxis and theory in liberation 
theology, Chopp identifies an ideal for my work as well. She writes that, 
[I]nsisting that all life, and life as a whole, is grounded in praxis, liberation 
theologians seek a critical relationship between praxis and theory in theology… 
Praxis, as the ground and aim of theology, calls for an epistemological shift 
within theological reflection. This epistemological shift, denying the primacy of 
universal or abstract theory, assumes that the practical conditions of life — the 
historical nature of existence — are the conditions for all theory and reflection.167 
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Liberation theologians are less worried about interpretations and the individual, 
intentional actions that arise from focused reflection, and more concerned with the daily 
practices that are either the acceptance of the current order or resistance to it. This focus 
on practice follows directly from Freire's vision in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, as 
articulated by Richard Shaull:  
Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate 
integration... into the logic of the present system and bring about conformity or it 
becomes the practice of freedom, the means by which men and women deal 
critically and creatively with reality and discover how to participate in the 
transformation of their world.168 
 
 A vision of theology that resonates with this perspective calls to me strongly. 
However, I am also aware that this liberationist, or “critical praxis correlation” approach, 
has received some significant criticism, especially from those within the discourse of 
“public theology.” Indeed, the critiques of public theologians, combined with the 
perspective of liberationists, have compelled me to develop an approach that honors both. 
Next, I turn to the dynamics of public theology that have served to inform this project as 
well. 
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Gleanings from Public Theology169 
Recall that as I framed it above, academic public theology differs from liberation 
theology in that it often “takes a reforming position rather than a revolutionary one,”170 
and intends to do so in ways that are accessible to those beyond the Church. In either the 
liberationist or the public theology stream, it is possible to engage in “practical theology.” 
They often lead to different ends, however. For example, I am aware of a sharp critique 
of liberationist approaches from public theology positions even though both are doing 
practical theology as I understand it. This perspective is articulated well by Sebastian 
Kim, editor of The International Journal of Public Theology. He writes that liberation 
theology is overly focused on radical revolution and thus is unwilling to engage in the 
kind of political reformation that happens incrementally. Instead, he favors public 
theology, which “takes a reforming position rather than a revolutionary one.”171 In his 
view, public theology, while “not superseding” liberation theology or political theology, 
does provide “a complementary approach,”172 well-suited to an engagement and change 
of public and social systems, especially given current conditions of religious pluralism 
and post-Christian sentiment.  
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In contrasting liberationist approaches with his sense of public theology, Kim 
identifies that the former has a starting position which “sides with the poor and 
marginalized,” but that the latter is committed to “negotiating between opposing 
parties.”173 A sole commitment to radical, revolutionary action, he seems to suggest, will 
leave too many feeling dispossessed when what they seek does not materialize. 
Negotiation and incremental improvements are essential to progress in this view. Given 
the similarities between public and liberationist theological projects, a more nuanced read 
of public theology is important. 
While the phrase “public theology” is often used in a general way to refer to 
theological and religious reflection that engages public issues and/or is more accessible to 
non-academic theologian, it is also a well-established discipline with its own journals, 
professional organizations, and academic specializations. Though the genealogy I trace 
below applies to a certain degree to “public theology” in the general sense, I more so 
intend for it to be a tracing of the academic discipline, especially as it is done in the 
Christian context. As such, a demarcation of the field is an appropriate place to begin. 
As with many areas of theological study, exactly what “public theology” means 
varies from scholar to scholar. One factor that contributes to its various usages is the 
reality that many scholars come to academic public theology from another discipline, like 
social ethics, pastoral theology, or practical theology. Others do not come to academic 
public theology at all, using the word to refer to a kind of faith-based logic and rhetoric 
                                                          
 




for social action and policy change. Some insist that even academic public theology must 
necessarily also be non-academic.  
For example, The Centre for Theology and Public Issues is a research center 
based in the theology department at the University of Edinburgh. Founded by practical 
theologian Duncan Forrester, the Centre is clear that “public theology is best done in 
collaboration with people outside the academy” and that “theology itself is developed 
through engagement with the issues being addressed and in conversation with those who 
have experience of the issues.” That is, public theology is “not worked out in the 
academy and then disseminated to a waiting public. The public itself is sought out and 
consulted in this process.”174 Forrester’s vision of public theology is one that builds and 
supports community as well as policy change. This version of public theology does not 
just involve work among research subjects in an attempt to get at their lived experience; it 
entails conferences, planning sessions, and group discussions wherein stakeholders are 
brought together for extended periods of time — often more than once — to authorize, 
develop, vet, and critique public theology.  
In these discourses, the theologian is the host and participants have permission to 
talk about matters of deep emotion. Forrester tells a story about the working group on 
crime and punishment that brought together representatives of prison governors, ex-
offenders, advocates, prison visitors, criminologists, and policemen. He refers to the 
moment when the participants realized that there was no place for dealing with guilt and 
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extending forgiveness in the criminal justice system. People doing the work of policy 
development often fight, nervous about talking through their passions, fears and hopes 
even as these are vital to the content people want to share. Public theology can support 
spaces in which people can connect their experience and longing to others and to public 
life.175 
Responding to what he saw as a possible threat to government support brought 
about by the Thatcher-led government in Britain, Forrester founded the Centre and “was 
outspoken concerning his method relating practical theology and social policy.”176 
Specifically, he proposed two queries as standards to assess the Church’s voice and 
influence: First, does the work “talk behind the backs of the powerless” or give a voice to 
the excluded? Second, does the work help participants “see things through others’ eyes 
and lead to a more adequate and rounded understanding of the situation?”177 Though any 
given community of faith or organization is entitled to host conversations that bring 
multiple constituencies to the table, Forrester argues that, in every instance, these 
questions must be held up as norms to truly support a public theology. This community-
gathering style of public theology is not often used in the American context, which leads 
to another factor that contributes to the diversity of definitions: location. 
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Sebastian Kim notes that, since 2000, a marked difference has emerged between 
US scholarship on the topic and work being done elsewhere. Writing in 2011, he noted 
that,  
in the last decade, there have been relatively fewer writings published in the USA 
on public theology and instead initiatives have been coming from Europe, South 
Africa, and Australia particularly. Unlike the US situation where individual 
scholars are leading discussions on the topic, elsewhere centres for public 
theology have been established within universities and denominations.178 
 
Institutional support and varying academic climates have contributed to the variance of 
definition. That being said, some of the contours, especially historical referents, are 
widely shared. 
Martin Marty is often pointed to as the progenitor of the phrase “public theology,” 
developing it in conversation with Robert Bellah’s ideas about “civil religion” which 
emerged in the late 1960s. In early writings, Marty framed “public theology” as the 
action of the “public church,” defining that as “a family of apostolic churches with Jesus 
Christ at the center… that are especially sensitive to the res publica, the public order that 
surrounds us and includes people of faith.”179 Consequently, public theology was “an 
effort to interpret the life of a people in the light of a transcendent reference.”180 Marty’s 
work with Bellah was such that Bellah too began to use the term “public theology” in his 
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continuing scholarship on civil religion.181 Identifying civil religion as “the recognition 
that religious influence often becomes institutionalized in general sets of cultural 
convictions of the people, reinforcing patriotic values,”182 Bellah differentiated public 
theology as the intentional reflection on the interaction between social systems and faith. 
In short order, though, the term was adopted by scholars far beyond Bellah and Marty. 
By 1976, Christian ethicist David Hollenbach drew on the work of John Courtney 
Murray to champion "the formulation of a public theology which attempts to illuminate 
the urgent moral questions of our time through explicit use of the great symbols and 
doctrines of the Christian faith."183 By 1981, David Tracy’s The Analogical Imagination 
brought the publicness of theology to the forefront, discussing the ways all theology is 
accountable to the three publics of the academy, church, and society. This accountability 
is an especially important dimension of current public theology discourse in that much 
attention has been given to the ways Christianity has been publicly yoked into the service 
of imperialism, patriarchy, and racism. 
Current Christian public theology scholars are particularly self-aware of how 
theology can be claimed as an authoritarian source of legitimacy for oppressive systems. 
They are wary of such claims, both because they want to resist oppressive structures, and 
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also because methodologically strong, doctrinally-based arguments which only self-
legitimate do not support the broad sense of the pluralistic public most public theologians 
want to address. Elaine Graham — who identifies as both a public theologian and a 
practical theologian — argues that the goal of public theology is to reflect on the ways 
religion interacts with questions of economics, politics, law, and justice, doing so from a 
theological perspective, especially as done with the intent to critique and offer 
constructive recommendations to be applied within the context of the area of concern. For 
her, public theology is “theology-in-action”184: talking about public issues in public with 
those who do not share the same confessional convictions, with a primary focus upon 
encouraging human flourishing in the areas of discussion.  
Public theology is decidedly not concerned with converting or convincing people 
of the validity of a particular doctrine or worldview, even if that worldview is a 
liberationist one. Given my own goals, which include a larger framing of this project as a 
public theology approach to a practical theology, and the sketch I have offered of the 
current state of the field public theology, I provide the following definition, which is my 
modification of that offered by Duane Bidwell. Public theology 
 Draws on disciplines from a number of fields, especially those that 
examine social and political dynamics — while emphasizing spiritual 
and religious resources including texts, traditions, and practices  
 Communicates to communities that are diverse, intending to generate 
informed understandings of the theological and religious dimensions 
of public issues and develop analyses and critiques that are accessible 
and conceivably persuasive across disciplines and faith-traditions 
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 Consists of critical and constructive theological reflection, engaging 
culture, policies, and discourses pertaining to ideas of the common 
good, society, media, and economics. 
 Promotes the public good, with a goal to support material efforts that 
alleviate suffering and disclose misuses of power that restrict justice, 
reconciliation, and abundant life, especially for those most affected by 
oppressive systems  
 Resists confessional and authoritarian forms of reasoning and 
argumentation, choosing instead to be accessible and compelling to 
people within the Christian tradition, those in other religious traditions, 
and those who are not part of any religious tradition.185 
 
My intention is for this project to function as a public theology along the lines noted 
above. This is not just a theology of public education, but a public theology of public 
education. For example, recall the difference between Ramsey’s universalizing argument 
that the “faith dimension” exists at the edges of all subject matter and Hodgson’s claim 
that “critical thinking, heightened imagination, and liberating practice,” are central to 
education and can be interpreted as having “religious implications” for those who orient 
themselves to the world with the presumed relevance of religion and faith.186 Approaches 
like Hodgson’s affirm the legitimacy of education as a site for theological reflection but 
do not presume that a theological frame is required to understand education. This is the 
tactic I intend to employ as well. 
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Conclusions for My Approach to Practical Theology  
My appreciation of both liberation theology and public theology places me in 
what at first seems a bit of a dilemma. Going the route of Chopp and liberationist thought 
with the critical praxis correlation approach calls to me. Paraphrasing Matthew Lamb, I 
have greater sensitivity to the contradictions — not the compatibilities — between (1) 
tradition and theology and (2) the need and demands for a robust action for 
transformation.187 I also recognize that the critiques of public theology are not 
insignificant. Furthermore, as someone who did not come to faith until I was an adult, 
and whose family of origin still harbors a significant discomfort with religion in general, 
I have a personal predilection to make my work broadly intelligible. As such, my 
approach to practical theology employs the methodological tool of mutual correlation in 
an attempt to honor and hold in tension both liberationist and public concerns. 
As a practical theology, my work is premised upon the validity of the claim that 
“theological reflection be focused on the data of concrete experience and action.”188 This 
data and theological traditions are then put into conversation with one another in what I 
identified above as the first level of my critical correlation. I also affirm the liberationist's 
revolutionary call for the Church to function as a material witness to “the presence of 
Christ the Liberator”189 and yet I still suggest that public theology's call for “gradual 
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reformation through advocacy and debate”190 is viable. This second form of my approach 
holds the two theological traditions — liberationist thought and public theology — in 
tension with each other. It entails a purposiveness that transforms theological constructs 
and engenders the simultaneous encouragement of both (1) revolutionary projects of self-
sufficiency and “conscientization”191 and (2) the development of projects intended to 
achieve the same ends but through the influence of public discourse and policy. 
To do this in a thoroughgoing way, however, I return to my earlier assertion that 
practical theology is “theological reflection upon the study of human practices, material 
conditions, and systems of power borne on an explicit commitment to have theology 
influence those practices, conditions, and systems.” In this formulation, a robust 
understanding of “practice” is a vital component of any work that follows. The next 
section articulates my conceptualization of “practice” and the ways it intersects with 
material conditions and systems of power in such a way that it is a generative source for 
theological inquiry.  
Practice as a Generative Site of Reflection 
Since practical theology, public theology, and liberation theology all have 
significant concern with materially observable practices, I believe that an exploration as 
to what exactly constitutes a “practice” is an important part of constructing this project. 
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Practical theologian Ted Smith offers that theological accounts of practice help to 
identify and “then bring to speech the kinds of theological knowledge that live in bodies, 
performances, and spaces.”192 Following from Smith’s claim, this section provides the 
basis for an argument that the “bodies, performances, and spaces” that make up the 
practices of public education in the United States can be viably read as bearing 
identifiable traces of a theologically-influenced telos persisting — as Bourdieu says — in 
“systems of durable transposable dispositions.”193 These systems consequently become 
incorporated into the views and actions of those who participate in that practice, 
contributing to the maintenance of the dominant social imaginary. I take up this line of 
reasoning in Chapter 6, but begin here with an overview of Bourdieu’s general theory of 
practice, building to a discussion of some challenges to his theories, and some 
modifications to his framing that address those challenges. The section concludes with a 
close look at Catherine Bell’s Bourdieu-inflected definition of practice which I will use, 
with some modification, as the basis of my definition of practice moving forward.  
This section is important to the project as a whole insofar as I hope to speak to 
educational scholars as well as religious academics and theologians. Academics have 
offered significant critiques within educational scholarship about how poorly Bourdieu is 
sometimes used. For example, a thin use of Bourdieu has been termed as a “habitual use 
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of habitus”194 and “intellectual hairspray.”195 Given that (a) my practical theological work 
is premised on a study of public schooling as a practice and that (b) I understand practice 
in a Bourdieusian frame, I need to clarify what I mean and to explore Bourdieu more 
deeply than “hairspray” is applied. Furthermore, Bell’s use of — and additions to — 
Bourdieu also provides the framework by which I understand the possibility of change 
and resistance, an essential component to my practical theological goals as mentioned 
above.  
Bourdieu’s Frame 
Bourdieu developed his theory of practice to explain the relationship between 
individual agency and social structures, framing them as mutually influential. Bourdieu 
argued that, while individuals have an innate capacity for innovation and creativity, in 
practice, that capacity is constrained and mediated by the social and cultural contexts of 
their lived experience. Individual agency is structured by culture and culture is structured 
by the collective agencies of those people living within it. I will return to the ways 
Bourdieu engages with innovation and novelty at the end of this section, but first I will 
sketch the basics of his understanding of practice, which is central to my later arguments.  
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For Bourdieu, practices are “reasonable adjustments to the future; not rational 
calculations, and not necessarily the product of an identifiable plan, but the outcome of 
the interaction of habitus with external conditions, in the given field and dependent on 
available forms of capital.”196 Bourdieu explains this vision of practice as an equation 
where he identifies practice as equivalent to {(habitus) x (capital)} + field.197 I will 
clarify each of these terms below.  
 
Habitus  
Habitus are “systems of durable, transposable dispositions” formed by “the 
material conditions of existence characteristic of a class condition.”198 That is, habitus is 
a kind of unspoken pattern of thinking to which individuals are predisposed. This 
predisposition, though, is not inherent to their subjectivity or humanity. The origins of 
habitus are not reducible to brain chemistry or any fact of physicality. Bourdieu is quite 
explicit on this point, noting that “it is necessary to abandon all theories which explicitly 
or implicitly treat practice as a mechanical reaction, directly determined by the 
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antecedent conditions.”199 Antecedent conditions are undeniably influential on the 
formation of habitus, but they are not “directly determined” by them.  
Habitus is not a form of class-based brainwashing which self-replicates and 
stabilizes social conditions in a clear and deterministic way. Habitus forms the 
boundaries of what a person thinks about as possible to think and do, but it does not 
dictate the particulars of their thoughts and actions. By way of metaphor, habitus is less a 
particular programming that results in a given outcome, but more an operating system 
that significantly limits the kinds of programs that will most easily run. Practical 
theologian Ted Smith notes that habitus is “deeply embodied know-how” that “live more 
in the body than in consciousness — and so they are both more powerful and more open-
ended. They limit action, to be sure. But they also provide the raw materials for new 
actions.”200 Bourdieu’s habitus includes an intentional liminality. It resides purposefully 
in between a series of oppositions that Bourdieu identifies as “determinism and freedom, 
conditioning and creativity, consciousness and the unconscious, or the individual and 
society.” 201 In Bourdieu’s words,  
Because the habitus is an infinite capacity for generating products - thoughts, 
perceptions, expressions and actions - whose limits are set by the historically and 
socially situated conditions of its production, the conditioned and conditional 
freedom it provides is as remote from creation of unpredictable novelty as it is 
from simple mechanical reproduction of the original conditioning.202  
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Just as the “freedom it provides” is equally distant from “unpredictable novelty” and 
“mechanical reproduction,” so too is Bourdieu’s individual caught in between. Liminality 
extends even to Bourdieu’s concept of self. As he says, “to speak of habitus is to assert 
that the individual, and even the personal, the subjective is social, collective. Habitus is 
socialized subjectivity.”203 Habitus is Bourdieu’s attempt to argue against a model that 
suggests an individual is an “'active subject confronting society as if that society were an 
object constituted externally.”204 Instead, his sense of subjectivity is “not the 
instantaneous ego of a sort of singular cogito, but the individual trace of an entire 
collective history.”205 An individual’s experiences form habitus, but so does the 
cumulative experience of the people forming the groups of which the individual is a part. 
As such, habitus is not just an individual psychological orientation, but long-lasting and 
social in dimension. 
The dispositions of our habitus are unconscious and enduring. Whereas for Marx, 
individuals are the immediate effects of the relations they presently occupy, for 
Bourdieu they are the cumulative effect of the history of the social structures they 
have occupied. For Marx, relations take precedence over the individual; for 
Bourdieu, there is a tension between the structured habitus of the individual and 
the structured social relations they enter, even as they also reproduce each 
other.206  
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Bourdieu’s individual is not autonomous; instead, it is bound with context, with other 
individuals, and with their histories as well. 
 
Capital  
Habitus informs the domains of likely pattern(s) of actions, thoughts, and goals 
that an individual has. Capital is the collection of various resources available to the 
individual which can be used to achieve desired actions and goals. Instead of a Marxist 
dialectical materialism, Bourdieu understood capital as being comprised of any 
conditions that can help an individual enact their goals. That means that monetary 
considerations are certainly part of capital, but so are relationships, knowledge, 
reputation, and access. The value of any economic, cultural, or social capital to an 
individual is directly tied to the ability of that capital to be used to move closer to desired 
goals. If capital does not itself yield the desired results — e.g. having food to eat to move 
closer to being less hungry — then capital can be exchanged or leveraged with other 
individuals to yield a desired outcome. 
Economic capital is that “which is immediately and directly convertible into 
money and may be institutionalized in the form of property rights.” Cultural capital is 
that “which is convertible, on certain conditions, into economic capital and may be 
institutionalized in the form of educational qualifications.” Social capital is “made up of 




economic capital and may be institutionalized in the form of a title.”207 Considering the 
function of cultural capital, in particular, is useful in regards to issues related to inequity, 
education, and schooling. 
 Every subset of society has cultural capital. Some is shared with other groups, and 
some is unique to a particular group given its history. What often happens is that the 
cultural capital of the group with the most capital becomes normative, which sets up 
systems of maintenance and propagation. For example, copious documentation reveals 
that US IQ assessments were racially and ethnically biased through at least the 1980s,208 
and current data suggest that there is a persistent “inequitable enrollment” of non-white 
students in gifted and talented programs.209 If the processes that identify student 
excellence are premised on access to a specific group’s cultural and social capital, then 
the results of that process will favor students that come from that group. This process is 
self-compounding. Students identified as excellent are often provided with different 
opportunities, which consequently provide them with additional resources to achieve 
more and be further identified as excellent. This same dynamic is also found in regard to 
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access to advanced placement courses in public high schools210 and the consequences for 
college enrollment as a result of biased tests like the SAT and ACT.211  
When social and cultural capital from a dominant group becomes normative, even 
for individuals outside that group, people who do not have the same background are often 
marginalized and rejected. Just as a financial inheritance stabilizes and increases the 
likelihood of an individual building their financial resources and achieving their goals, so 
too people who have access to the cultural knowledge of the dominant group are better 
able to achieve success because they have “inherited capital of relationships and 
skills.”212  
Whether the capital is economic, cultural, or social, the individual must find other 
people for whom the capital has value in order to use that capital to further individual 
goals. The places and contexts in which individuals can exchange capital are known as 
“the field” in Bourdieu’s framework. If habitus is socialized subjectivity and capital is the 
collection of resources that those subjects use as a means toward their desired ends, then 
the field is where those subjects interact with one another in competition for capital 
exchange. 
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Bourdieu views society as a whole as a network of independent “fields,” each of 
which functions in accordance with separate logics or, in terms of capital, exchange rates 
and markets. Fields are demarcated by the boundaries of whatever capital has value there, 
each operating with an internal logic that is presumed to be self-evident — e.g. within the 
field of higher education a PhD is important. These logics are part of the dynamics that 
are formed by habitus and that form it in turn. In this sense, a field is a mapping of the 
systems of social power(s) that influence individuals entering it for the sake of looking to 
gain something from it.  
Bourdieu says that the field is the context in which there are “struggles aimed at 
preserving or transforming the configuration of these forces.”213 Bourdieusian fields are 
flexible networks formed by present institutions and relationships as well as the values 
shared between those individuals and groups as a consequence of accumulated history. 
This means that fields are contested spaces in which individuals and organizations 
competing for limited capital are always oriented to one another in terms of the ways 
others can help or hinder the pursuit of goals that help yield desirable outcomes. As 
Bourdieu writes, “a field is a field of forces, but it is also a field of struggles tending to 
transform or conserve this field of forces.” 214 Just as habitus is a liminal term situated in 
between a number of concepts often framed as oppositions, so is field a mix of objectivity 
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and subjectivity and of context and agency. The field refers both to the actions of 
individuals in a given context and to ways individuals’ interactions change what other 
individuals do. Bourdieu gives an example: 
This explains why writers' efforts to control the reception of their own works are 
always partially doomed to failure (one thinks of Marx's “I am not a Marxist”); if 
only because the very effect of their work may transform the conditions of its 
reception and because they would not have had to write many things they did 
write and write them as they did… if they had been granted from the outset what 
they are granted retrospectively.215 
 
An individual in a given context is perpetually evaluating which tactics and 
strategies are the best ones to employ to increase the likelihood their goals are met. As 
they pursue appropriate means in their attempt to achieve their ends, the likelihood of 
their success changes, partly because other individuals shift their responses. The field is 
where individuals compete — Bourdieu was fond of sports metaphors — for control of 
capital. Habitus are the things that inform the individuals about the rules of the game, the 
boundaries of fair play, and the likely rewards for various potential actions they might 
take.  
While some might view the rule-setting part of habitus as a kind of sneaky 
determinism, Bourdieu saw it differently. Partly that is because the sports metaphor 
breaks down under sustained interrogation: while there is a soft value in a sports 
comparison, players would have to agree that not all the rules are written down and that 
obscure rules may be in effect that they do not know. Bourdieu was quite explicit that his 
                                                          
 




frame did not entail any sense of hidden rules or principles that could be uncovered with 
enough research. In fact, in many ways, his work was an explicit response to structuralist 
perspectives that said structures of undergirding rules could be found. Conversely, 
habitus “goes hand in hand with vagueness and indeterminacy… the more-or-less, which 
defines one's ordinary relation to the world.”216 No amount of data would ever be able to 
provide the complete rules to the game because part of the game entails constant shifting 
of the rules.  
For Bourdieu, the greatest enduring form of freedom an individual can seek is 
intimately yoked to their ability to act skillfully in the field, using existing rules well and 
pressing them into new rules in incremental ways. He elaborated on this point: 
If only to make things more difficult for those who would like to see in the theory 
of habitus a form of determinism, it will suffice to point out that the habitus offers 
the only durable form of freedom, that given by the mastery of an art, whatever 
the art... This then raises the question of whether there can be any liberty other 
than that to master one's inheritance and acquisitions. Pedagogical action can thus, 
because of, and despite the symbolic violence it entails, open the possibility of an 
emancipation founded on awareness and knowledge of the conditionings 
undergone and on the imposition of new conditionings designed durably to 
counter their effects. 217 
 
Note the duality in the quote. Yes, schooling entails some inherent “symbolic violence,” 
but it also provides individuals with the capacity to know how to play the game of the 
field of schooling well. This argument is not an uncommon one in practice: because 
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schooling opens doors to future possibilities, developing skill at schooling is worth doing 
even if schooling itself is not valuable on its own merits. 
 
The Importance of a Theory of Practice 
For Bourdieu, practice is equivalent to {(habitus) x (capital)} + field. Practices are 
not just actions but are the result of socialized subjectivities vying for capital in a 
particular field. No one factor in that equation is ultimately determinative. Furthermore, 
because each of these factors arises from particular contexts and they together yield 
practices that can change aspects of any of these factors, practices are simultaneously a 
consequence of history, an influence on how history is considered, and actions that 
actively shape the present.  
Vital to Bourdieu’s framing is the dialectical tension between past and present. 
Because habitus is both a function of material conditions and imagined possibilities, 
Bourdieu refers to the body as “ the site of incorporated history.”218 While practices are 
not infinitely reproduced into the future in perfect accordance with some perfect past 
schematic, neither are they created from nothing as the result of an individual’s capacity 
for innovation and imagination. He writes that “the body believes in what it plays at: it 
weeps if it mimes grief. It does not represent what it performs, it does not memorize the 
past, it enacts the past, bringing it back to life.”219 At stake in Bourdieu’s theory of 
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practice is his attempt to enter into a space between objectivism and subjectivism, an 
embodied emphasis intended to move between the philosophical schools of material 
determinism and existential freedom.220 Practices exist in the liminality between the 
limiting aspects of material history and an individual’s ability to act within those limits to 
achieve desired outcomes in new ways. Actors struggle for capital in a field and produce 
knowledge as part of this. An issue of translation is pivotal here.  
“Knowledge” in this context is from the French connaissance, which refers to 
knowing things as well as “being familiar in an implicit or tacit way, and knowing how to 
do things, such as how to act or how to engage in different social situations or in relation 
to different orthodoxies.”221 Studying practice, therefore, is studying culture creating and 
being created. It is also, consequently, a study of the production of knowledge. To study a 
practice is not merely to study repeated actions, but the values embedded in that action, 
the habitus that contributed to its emergence, the field the action was taken on, and what 
goal, capital, or knowledge was the desired outcome.  
As a practical theologian, I understand a large part of my work to be about 
moving “from practice to theory and back to practice,” or, more technically, “from 
present theory-laden practice to a retrieval of normative theory-laden practice to the 
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creation of more critically held theory-laden practices.”222 A robust understanding of the 
implications of studying practices provides more significant resources from which to 
draw in analysis and theoretical reflection. For example, as the discussion of field above 
showed, studying practice in the Bourdieusian frame also means studying the struggle of 
forces. Consequently, the study of practices also means the study of how power flows and 
is policed. Practical theologian Adam Hearlson is succinct in his articulation of this facet 
of Bourdieu’s work: 
Hierarchies of power are best preserved when the social order seems self-evident 
to all involved, especially the subordinate actors in a field. Bourdieu explains that 
the idea of a freely choosing individual is an ideological construct created by 
bourgeois elite as a way to oppress those with a narrower field of opportunities… 
In reality, few people have the opportunity to freely choose very much. The 
default mode of habitus is reproduction. If there is no one there to notice the 
structures of domination then domination will continue to reproduce itself ad 
infinitum.223  
 
This raises the question of the ways — if at all — one can “notice the structures of 
domination” enough to be able to imagine action beyond the horizon inscribed by 
habitus. This kind of noticing is an essential part of any theory of practice intended to 
account for willful and intended action from individuals and groups that results in social 
change. In fact, this is one of the major reasons that Bourdieu became an area of interest 
in this project. Unfortunately, upon sustained investigation, problematic issues emerged.  
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I turned to Bourdieu as his theory of practice seemed to offer an explanation for 
the capacity of an individual — even as a socialized and intersubjective subject — to 
innovate and improvise. For Bourdieu, creativity and imagination are understood to 
reside within habitus, admitting the possibility of informed, intelligent, and intentional 
improvisation even given the formative powers of habitus. This is in contrast to other 
models where creativity and the capacity for change are seen mainly as a kind of deus ex 
machina force, springing up from an exceptional individual's will or as an interruption or 
fracture of habit from “beyond.”224 That kind of framing sets up a dichotomous tension 
between what Bourdieu calls habitus and creativity. Habitus, in particular, seemed to 
allow for the emergence of an individual’s agency to reach beyond the habitual and 
familiar. There are at least two ways habitus was explained to be involved in social 
innovation and change.  
First, given that habitus are “systems of durable, transposable dispositions,” 
habitus is itself definitionally flexible, providing a framework that can endure across 
different contexts. When a person is in an unfamiliar social context, the dispositions and 
patterns of thought that are habitual to an individual from another context are carried over 
into the new one and inform the kinds of thoughts and actions an individual has in the 
new context.225 The broadness of habitus necessitates creativity because there will always 
be an imperfect match between the suggestions framed by “dispositions,” and the 
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particulars of a specific context. This aspect of habitus’ creativity is not conscious, but an 
inherent function of the gap between the abstractness of habitus’ formational powers and 
the particularity of actual contexts and experience. Conceptualizing habitus as ‘‘the 
intentionless invention of regulated improvisation,”226 means that Bourdieu denied the 
idea that novelty or creativity emerges from outside of the context, or from within the 
strong will and imagination of an individual. Instead, creativity manifests by means of a 
generativity that emerges out of the need for habitus to be interpreted: the need to find 
novel ways to translate the breadth of habitus into actual actions.  
Second, beyond the creativity inherent in the concept of habitus itself, innovation 
can also arise as a function of individuals acting within fields to achieve desirable 
outcomes. Inscribed by habitus, individuals operate within a kind of demarcation of 
imaginable action and have a desire to achieve particular capital. In a new context, 
however, the individual not only has to — unintentionally — figure out the fit of habitus 
to the moment but also has to — intentionally — choose how to pursue capital and to 
what ends to use that capital. The open-endedness of this kind of creativity emerges from 
the type addressed above. However, it differs in that it is done with intention and thus is a 
separate source of change and difference. Though action within a field is inscribed by 
habitus, received from the active construction of differences among a social group, 
individuals can, within that inscription, willfully select any of a significant number of 
methods to engage with others to acquire capital. As Bourdieu writes, “the only durable 
                                                          
 




form of freedom… [is] that given by the mastery of an art, whatever the art.”227 The 
ability to imagine new ways of being and to implement them are directly tied to this sense 
of freedom. I appreciate the framing that change has a continuous relationship to the past, 
emerging from the dailiness of things, not as a rupture to them.  
I was so pleased with Bourdieu’s theory in regard to how it mapped onto a 
relational sense of subjectivity that I deluded myself into thinking his understanding of 
creativity was sufficient. However, the longer I reflected on this conception of change, 
the less I was satisfied. While Bourdieu does argue that habitus is "the basis for the 
intentionless invention of regulated improvisation,"228 the mechanisms of this regulation 
seem to significantly weigh down an individual’s ability to invent and improvise. 
Bourdieu rarely references any large-scale change rising from actions within a field 
unless it begins with those who already occupy positions of power. This follows logically 
from Bourdieu’s framing.  
Those who are most ready to make moves to exchange and leverage capital in a 
beneficial way are precisely the individuals who (a) already have significant access to 
capital and (b) have habitus that encourages them to think they ought to continue to have 
that capital grow. Individuals with “mastery of an art” use that mastery to maintain it, and 
in so doing, they can shift the field and make it harder for others to come into freedom. 
As Bourdieu says, “it is the people who are richest in economic capital, cultural capital, 
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and social capital who are the first to head for new positions.”229 While he very much 
desires not to have his theory be deterministic, Bourdieu’s notion of the inherent 
creativity of habitus and the ways an individual’s freedom to explore how they want to 
act in a field, have come to feel like a thin kind of “freedom.”  
Bourdieu acknowledges that individuals might act in marked innovation during 
contexts of crisis that are so far from the norm that they necessitate such a radical 
expression of habitus that novelty emerges.230 However, other than in these extreme 
circumstances, it seems that people are “free” to act in creative ways only insofar as they 
do so within the inscription of habitus.231 How then, to account for contexts in which 
individuals regularly think or act in ways that are contrary to patterns suggested by 
dominant norms? If, as Bourdieu claims, dispositions are “placed beyond the grasp of 
consciousness… and hence cannot be touched by voluntary deliberate transformation,”232 
from where does resistance emerge? Because my work is informed by liberationist and 
public theological discourses, I seek an account that entails a discernible mechanism by 
which change can conceivably come about. I want a theory of practice that is as 
thorough-going as Bourdieu but accounts for the presence of aberrant or resistant thought 
without needing to ascribe novelty as categorically different from ordinary life.  
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To be clear, I do not think Bourdieu’s theory of practice is wholly deterministic. I 
understand that other scholars have made this critique of his work, but my sense is less 
that he is a secret determinist and more that he offered an underdeveloped account of 
creativity, imagination, and freedom. While I think Bourdieu’s work does not provide an 
entire theory of practice, I think it comes close. Consequently, I extended my view to 
more recent Bourdieusian scholars and eventually discovered the significant theorizing of 
Catherine Bell. 
Catherine Bell on Change and Resistance 
Bell was a ritual studies scholar whose work primarily focused on the study of 
Chinese religious life. In the course of that work, she developed an understanding of 
practice that is broadly applicable and addresses some of the concerns about Bourdieu 
raised above. Bell’s definition is heavily influenced by Bourdieu but amended by work 
from Marxist thought and Anthony Giddens’ structuration theory. This alteration 
provides a more satisfactory account of how change can emerge from an individual 
acting within society. In Bell’s words, “practice is (1) situational; (2) strategic; (3) 
embedded in a misrecognition of what it is in fact doing; and (4) able to reproduce or 
reconfigure a vision of the order of power in the world, or what I will call 'redemptive 
hegemony'.”233 The first three components of Bell’s definition map well onto Bourdieu’s 
understanding, but her fourth aspect is what I find most compelling. I will briefly clarify 
                                                          
 




some of the critical features of the first three pieces of Bell’s definition in relation to 
Bourdieu before exploring the benefits of the fourth at greater length. 
 
Bell on Practice: Situational, Strategic, and Embedded in Misrecognition 
 
For Bell, practice is situational in the sense that it is impossible to be removed or 
analyzed away from its context. It is “knowledge that lives in bodies, performances, and 
spaces,” and to examine it without the referent of those bodies, performances, and spaces 
is to reconfigure and deform any appropriate framing of the practice itself.  
Practice may embody determinative influences deriving from other situations, but 
practice is not the mere expression or effect of these influences. Indeed, it can be 
said that a focus on the act itself renders these 'influences' (structures or sources) 
nonexistent except insofar as they exist within the act itself.234 
 
Here I see the influence of Bourdieu’s habitus clearly. The analytical value of exploring 
the structures that are over and beyond the individual are only worth considering insofar 
as they are also manifest within the individual. Because the body is seen as “the site of 
incorporated history”235 and it “enacts the past, bringing it back to life,”236 one can see in 
practice the effects of the “structure or sources” that are part of habitus. 
Practice is strategic in the sense that, “by its very nature [it] dodges the relations 
of intellectualist logic,”237 normally operating “below” cognition and explicit awareness 
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so that it works without its practitioners knowing the fullness of what it is accomplishing. 
Practice, Bell writes, “is a ceaseless play of situationally effective schemes, tactics, and 
strategies.”238 Here Bourdieu’s “intentionless invention of regulated improvisation”239 is 
at work. Individuals are in regular need of figuring out how to adapt learning from prior 
contexts — and from “inherited capital of relationships and skills” 240 — to the current 
situation. Studying practice entails a focus on a pattern of actions and the contexts in 
which that pattern arises. In Bell’s words, “in looking at someone doing something, for 
example, we should ask about the relationship between 'the doing' and 'the something.' 
This is to question the particular object of the practice as well as the particularity of the 
practice's relationship to this object.”241 What an individual understands themselves to be 
doing — the desirable goal, capital, or knowledge they wish to achieve — is only part of 
what their doing accomplishes.  
[P]ractice will give an answer to a question that was never posed: the 
effectiveness of practice is not the resolution of the problematic to which it 
addresses itself but a complete change in the terms of the problematic, a change it 
does not see itself make… Why is practice blind to what it produces? Because it 
is still fixed on the old question, the old horizon, on which the new problem is not 
visible.242 
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As the discussion of Bourdieu’s field of forces above showed, an individual’s action 
shapes the very field by which that action is evaluated. Thus, while a practice is strategic 
in the sense that an individual willfully engages in it for some purpose intended to help 
them achieve desired outcomes, it also has influence beyond the individual. This is Bell’s 
third aspect of practice, that it is “misrecognized.”  
While emerging directly from Bourdieu, for this aspect of Bell’s definition, she 
also emphasizes Marxist roots. For example, she cites Marshall Sahlins and the argument 
that a society could not exist "unless it disguised to itself the real basis of that 
existence."243 Relatedly, Bourdieu offers “misrecognition” as the term for what is 
occurring when individuals notice discrepancies of power within individuals on a field 
and then interpret them “not for what they objectively are but in a form which renders 
them legitimate in the eyes of the beholder.”244 That is, when “domination can only be 
exercised… directly, between one person and another, it cannot take place overtly and 
must be disguised under the veil of enchanted relationships… [I]n order to be socially 
recognized it must get itself misrecognized.”245 “Misrecognition” here is a particularly 
important term with a technical usage owing to Marxist theory. 
As was addressed previously, “knowledge” in Bourdeusian terms (connaissance) 
implies knowledge of facts as well as familiarity, relationality, and ability, such as 
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knowing “how to act or how to engage in different social situations or in relation to 
different orthodoxies.”246 Bourdieu’s sense of misrecognition (meconnaissance) follows 
directly from this understanding of knowledge. Misrecognition is the process by which 
the consequence(s) of a practice can be obscured or rendered invisible due to the strength 
— or familiarity — of other frames of reference that do not allow for other consequences 
of the practice to be seen. The durability of habitus can be so strong that an action is not 
seen for what it is because it has been named as something else. The educational 
sociologist David James provides an excellent illustration of this dynamic using 
supermarket customer loyalty cards.  
These [cards] are deliberately presented as a system for rewarding repeat 
customers through the accumulation of points that represent cash value. However, 
they are also a system for harvesting detailed information about consumption that 
enables new forms of individually targeted marketing. Customers are likely to 
attribute actions around loyalty cards to the realm of customer loyalty, whereas it 
could be argued that they are selling detailed information on their purchasing 
habits to a group of retailers, who are then in a much better position to secure 
further profit from the same individuals… 247 
 
If pressed, many people would recognize that the store is getting some benefit out 
of the arrangement, but that is not how the cards are considered or named. This 
nebulousness is intimately related to the concept of misrecognition because Bourdieu 
rejected simple distinctions between the conscious and the unconscious. As James says, 
“many people half-know that something else is going on with their loyalty card, but that 
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is not the same thing as saying that this vague awareness comes to the surface in 
conscious and calculated decisions about how to act, such as whether or not to use their 
loyalty card.”248 The strength of the idea and reward of “loyalty” serves to “obscure or 
render invisible” the fact that these cards are tracking mechanisms that help the business 
make more money by studying the loyal shopper’s buying habits. This is misrecognition. 
Bourdieu expounds on misrecognition when he references his North African 
Kabyle fieldwork. In that society, there is ritual gift-giving that happens between quasi-
feudal lords and their vassals. The gift symbolically counterbalances what is an inherent 
and marked imbalance of power between the khammes sharecroppers and the lords who 
control the land.249 The inequity of that society is maintained because ritualized gifting 
returns balance. Social dynamics that could conceivably lead to discontent or rebellion 
become tacitly accepted because they are layered with meaning and social legitimization. 
As Bell describes it, practice entails misrecognition in that it “is designed to do what it 
does without bringing what it is doing across the threshold of discourse or systematic 
thinking.”250 By situationally strategic misrecognition, practices can engender and 
maintain action-guiding world-views and beliefs in a hegemonic way that operates to 
manufacture consent to that world-view. 
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In the US context, for example, I will argue in Chapter 6 that schooling entails a 
misrecognition. While the themes of “upward mobility and equality of opportunity” were 
repeatedly part of “celebrating and enhancing national solidarity” in policy programs like 
“No Child Left Behind,” material evidence showed that several public actions intended to 
support equality actually caused inequality to increase.251 Mechanisms for supposedly 
improving schools and students were themselves interfering with aspects of student 
achievement.252 In Bell’s words, “practice does not reflect reality more or less effectively; 
it creates it more or less effectively.”253 This ability for practice to create is the fourth 
aspect of Bell’s definition and is a welcome addition to Bourdieu’s work.254  
 
Redemptive Hegemony  
 
Bell names the fourth feature of practice as “Redemptive Hegemony” and intends 
for it to address “the question of why people do something or anything, but in a form that 
attempts to avoid the reductionism of most self-interest theory.”255 Bell seeks to maintain 
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Bourdieu’s theoretical framework but also more clearly articulate the logic by which an 
individual can act in such a way that they do not merely reproduce the forms of society 
suggested by habitus, but actually alter habitus and social structures. Before addressing 
how Bell’s notion of practice as contributing to Bourdieu’s work in a generative way, I 
will clarify the origins and implications of the term “redemptive hegemony.” Bell 
identifies the term as a synthesis of Kenelm Burridge’s notion of “redemptive process” 
and Antonio Gramsci’s “hegemony.” Both of these sites of origin will be explored below 
before returning to Bell and the usefulness of this concept for a practical theology 
endeavoring to catalyze change. 
Bell uses hegemony in the Gramscian sense, as “intellectual and moral leadership 
whose principal constituting elements are consent and persuasion” such that “a social 
group or class can be said to assume a hegemonic role to the extent that it articulates and 
proliferates throughout society cultural and ideological belief systems whose teachings 
are accepted as universally valid by the general population.”256 Gramscian hegemony 
does not entail a populus that feels coerced by violence or intimidation. Gramsci 
identified this type of power as domino, or “rule.”257 Hegemony, on the other hand, is a 
movement of power in which oppressed groups themselves feel as if the systems that 
marginalize them are simply “the way things are” and as such, do not act to change the 
dynamics of the system. Hegemony is 
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a lived system of meanings and values — constitutive and constituting — which 
as they are experienced as practices appear as reciprocally confirming. It thus 
constitutes a sense of reality for most people in the society, a sense of absolute 
because experienced reality beyond which it is very difficult for most members of 
the society to move, in most areas of their lives.258 
 
In this regard, hegemony is resonant with Bourdieu’s frame, which presumes that “when 
the habitus encounters a social world of which it is the product, it finds itself ‘as a fish in 
water,’ it does not feel the weight of water and takes the world about itself for 
granted.”259 A crucial development in Gramsci, however, is his attempt to explain that 
hegemony exerts not only material control, but experiential control as well. To stretch the 
metaphor, hegemony explains not only why water is taken for granted, but also how the 
fish is supposed to feel about it. 
In The Prison Notebooks, Gramsci attempted to move beyond a sense of earlier 
Marxist dialectical materialism in which the economic conditions of production were 
seen as the only relevant site of analysis and everything else was an epiphenomena 
arising from them. Instead, Gramsci argued that our ideas and aesthetics could also be 
part of what shapes “hegemonic power.” 260 The ways in which a society tells its own 
story 
determines the overall cast of mind of any given culture — the system of images, 
myths and moral values a people identifies with — both publicly at the level of 
national self-representation and privately at the level of personal or family self-
presentation. The idioms of power extend beyond the state apparatus to the 
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general “ethos” of the national community which imbues every area of our social 
experience from church to school to family.261 
 
This “general ethos” in which a society represents itself to itself is something I 
understand to be a “social imaginary,” a topic considered in detail in Chapter 6. Here it is 
sufficient to note that, as a consequence of this understanding of hegemony, Gramsci 
argued that a revolutionary and material struggle for the means of economic production 
would not be sufficient for ultimate change. 
While a military resistance and a “war of attack” had strategic value in Gramscian 
thought, without counternarratives and new ideas via a “war of position,” resistance 
would ultimately fail. Bell uses hegemony in this sense because it “recognizes the 
dominance and subordination that exist within people's practical and un-self-conscious 
awareness of the world.”262 Operating in the obvious shadow of habitus, Bell understands 
that awareness itself has been shaped by culture — and vice versa.  
Ideology is not a disseminated body of ideas but the way in which people live the 
relationships between themselves and their world, a type of necessary illusion. To 
maintain and adapt their assumptions about the order of reality persons and 
groups engage in degrees of self-censorship or misrecognition, as well as 
legitimization and objectification in the guise of more stable social structures.263 
 
What Bell argues is that, while the process of “self-censorship or misrecognition” is an 
inherent part of human life in the context of society, it is nevertheless possible that this 
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process can be made “redemptive.” This aspect of Bell’s thought is particularly 
compelling: how can misrecognition be redemptive? 
 While Bell is clear that “any discussion of freedom and resistance… should not 
minimize how ritualization does appropriate and culturally school the social body,” 264 
she argues that it is nevertheless the case that the nature of practice itself allows for 
resistance. The power that practice has to shape the thought, identity, and future practice 
of an individual also opens up the means by which an individual can exert change in a 
system. As Bell puts it, practice “does not merely socialize the body with schemes that 
structure and reproduce parts (large or small) of the social order, nor does it merely 
construct the social person with versions of these schemes as the order of its subjectivity 
and consciousness.” 265 For her, socialization “cannot be anything less than the 
acquisition of schemes that can potentially restructure and renuance both self and 
society.”266 Within the context of discourse pertaining to “social imaginaries,” Bell’s 
description of restructuring and renuancing the self and society can be interpreted as 
shifting an imaginary, a topic addressed in Chapter 6.  
Drawing on the anthropologist Kenelm Burridge’s work, Bell identifies a 
redemptive process as one in which persons “attempt to discharge their obligations in 
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relation to the moral imperatives of the community.”267 The “moral imperatives of the 
community” provide a kind of lever against which an individual can exert some action 
which does not merely reproduce the extant structure. Burridge argues — and Bell agrees 
— that people are oriented to power with at least three assumptions: (1) power relations 
are reproduced in various ways, (2) people have a sense of their place in some ordering of 
relations, and (3) people can envision the efficacy of acting within that ordering of 
relations.268 Burridge writes that, whether “the capacities of a human being are given him 
by God and/or a particular combination of genes,” the full potential of a person is only 
ever realized “after a long process of feeding, nurturing, teaching and training by parents 
and others.” 269 In turn, society 
prescribes the attitudes and activities by which its members can pay back or 
redeem the debt incurred in being nurtured, made morally aware, and enabled to 
exert and realize their potential… [T]he process of engaging in the activities — 
activities which are ordered in terms of particular kinds of obligations — is… the 
redemptive process, a process which leads on to redemption itself. 270  
 
Reading Burridge through Bourdieu, Bell concludes that “people reproduce relationships 
of power and domination, but not in a direct, automatic, or mechanistic way; rather, they 
reproduce them through their particular construal of those relations, a construal that 
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affords the actor the sense of a sphere of action, however minimal.”271 The degree to 
which a practice is viably redemptive is tied to the ways it has the capacity to provide an 
individual with this “sphere of action.” 
This freedom, minimal as it might be, does not emerge autonomously from an 
individual, but quite conversely, as a function of the individual’s relationship with others.  
[R]edemptive hegemony suggests that human practice is characterized by 
relations of dominance and subjugation… This vision exists as a practical 
consciousness of the world and a sense of one's options for social action. It is also 
a vision of empowerment that is rooted in the actor's perceptions and experiences 
of the organization of power.272 
 
The human capacity for a vision that undergirds the misrecognition of unjust ordering of 
power is the same means by which an individual can move into action that resists and/or 
alters that ordering. One basis for a practice that itself is capable of altering habitus and 
structures of power is tied to an emphasis on obligation to other individuals more than to 
the systems of power and to the habitus that shape other people. This is an implication of 
Bourdieu’s habitus that is not emphasized in his own work.  
 Bourdieu says that “habitus is socialized subjectivity.”273 An individual’s 
subjectivity is “not the instantaneous ego of a sort of singular cogito, but the individual 
trace of an entire collective history.”274 Bell sees this kind of trans-temporal 
                                                          
 
271 Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 84. 
272 Ibid., 85. 
273 Bourdieu and Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology, 126. 




intersubjectivity as the door through which an individual can exert some resistant force 
contrary to that suggested by habitus: a kind of subversive counter-habitus that 
repurposes the structuring effects of society by emphasizing particular ways society 
functions. While Bell’s frame does not allow for an individual to exercise a kind of 
radical and autonomous freedom, it does identify the means by which one might begin to 
notice structures of domination and resist misrecognition. By accepting that “reality,” as 
such, is a tacit communal process rather than a static and external given, individuals may 
be able to re-order power by means of re-emphasizing the forms of community that 
support the types of action that resist oppression. Bell recognizes that individuals are able 
to catalyze change even as they are thoroughly formed by society. 
Although awkward, the term “redemptive hegemony” denotes the way in which 
reality is experienced as a natural weave of constraint and possibility, the fabric of 
day-to-day dispositions and decisions experienced as a field for strategic action. 
Rather than an embracing ideological vision of the whole, it conveys a biased, 
nuanced rendering of the ordering of power so as to facilitate the envisioning of 
personal empowerment through activity in the perceived system… [A]gents not 
only accede to a shared sense of reality but also effectively reproduce that reality 
in ways that continue to empower them to act.275 
 
There is a kind of poetic strength to the framing of social obligations as a balancing force 
to the patterning of habitus. I see this as a kind of cyclical feedback loop that disrupts — 
if even in small ways — any deterministic view of habitus.276  
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Susan Marie Smith, an episcopal priest and theologian of liturgy, writes that 
Bell’s “redemptive hegemony… rearranges power and authority in redemptive, healing, 
life-giving ways... Power can be moved, increased, or decreased. Thus those who have 
been victims and felt powerless can come away… empowered.”277 While I find her 
appraisal too optimistic about the inevitability of the process given the ways there are 
enormous societal forces simultaneously pressing individuals into misrecognition and 
complacency, I do find that her sentiment is encouraging and apt, even if overly positive. 
In equal measure to her hopefulness in healing and life, I find myself glad for the ways 
possibilities of resistance and subversion find their way into an analysis of society. While 
visions like Smith’s are a vital reason why Bell’s framing of practice is compelling, one 
must also recognize that the “redemptive hegemony” aspect of a practice is not a 
guarantee of any resistance or subversion.  
Compared to Bourdieu’s framing of practice as “{(habitus) x (capital)} + 
field,”278 Bell’s understanding certainly does open up the capacity to “potentially 
restructure and renuance both self and society”279 and “facilitate the envisioning of 
personal empowerment through activity in the perceived system.”280 However, 
redemptive hegemony does not necessitate change or liberation. “Potential restructuring,” 
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even when “facilitated” is still a category of possibility, not one of promise. In that 
regard, Bell’s definition is structurally adequate. However, I prefer an edit that coheres 
with her frame, but brings added clarity. Bell defines practice as “(1) situational; (2) 
strategic; (3) embedded in a misrecognition of what it is in fact doing; and (4) able to 
reproduce or reconfigure a vision of the order of power in the world, or what I will call 
'redemptive hegemony'.”281 In this project, practice is understood as “(1) a pattern of 
action that is (2) situational, (3) strategic, (4) embedded in misrecognition, and (5) 
maintains, creates, and/or disrupts a social imaginary.”  
This definition has three functional parts that pertain to its materiality, its 
qualities, and its consequences. First, as a “pattern of action,” practice is grounded in 
historical, material, observable behavior. Second, that pattern of behavior has some 
particular qualities to it, namely, that it is “situational, strategic, and embedded in 
misrecognition.” Third, as a function of that pattern of action, the practice “maintains, 
creates, and/or disrupts a social imaginary.” The first and second components follow 
directly from Bell, and the third is my interpretation of her fourth. In a Bourdieusian 
frame, this leaves open the possibility that the ways practice functions can either maintain 
a dominant habitus or “potentially restructure and renuance both self and society.”282 
Though detailed exploration of the ways the concept of a “social imaginary” functions to 
“reproduce or reconfigure a vision of the order of power in the world,” is held until Part 
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III, I will note briefly here that imagination in this sense is what Paul Ricoeur referred to 
as “productive imagination.”283 The process of imagining is an ongoing process of 
interpretation and re-interpretation of the world, the results of which can be “an opening 
onto possible worlds that transcend the established limits of our actual world.”284 A social 
imaginary provides both the means by which the status quo dynamics of power are 
maintained and the conditions that allow for change. 
In Closing 
As a practical theology of public education in the United States of America, this 
study is a theological reflection on the practice of public schooling in the US. I am 
indebted to Bourdieu for the ways I understand schooling to function through habitus and 
in a field where various actors compete for capital. By naming public education as a 
practice in Bell’s sense, I also intend to show how schooling is “able to reproduce or 
reconfigure a vision of the order of power in the world... [via] redemptive hegemony.”285 
Schooling may be a practice that is co-constitutive with a habitus that orders power in 
ways that make it difficult to see how that ordering is done over and stymies attempts to 
change it. However, even if that is the case, I do not believe public schooling to be a 
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deterministically unredeemable project. Quite the contrary. I think that schooling can 
“reproduce or reconfigure a vision of the order of power” in our world.  
As a Christian concerned with issues of justice and equity, I believe it is crucial to 
interrogate further some of the ways this power polices, marginalizes, constricts, and 
otherwise limits how those in school act and what they are able to imagine as possible. I 
believe that education can indeed “reproduce or reconfigure” visions of power, and the 
study of that process is beneficial. Far from being a school abolitionist, I think the 
possibilities of schooling are so profound that they deserve to be taken seriously at all 
levels. If the practice of schooling influences whom our children become, how they think 
about the world, and what they accept and reject about what is possible, then nuanced 
reflection on this process will be a fruitful part of a theology oriented toward the public 
good. As Janine Langan has written, “free to play with the givens, to reject or distort 
input, at the interface between our senses and our selves, our imagination has a terrible 
power over our inner life, over the decisions we make... Educating the imagination is thus 
of primordial importance.”286 Insofar as schooling is a practice that has a co-constitutive 
social imagination, then schooling too has a “terrible power” over the inward life of 
students, and consequently, society as a whole. The importance of this project hinges on 
this idea.  
I believe that a thorough progressive religious or theological analysis of American 
public education has been avoided for fear of breaching the legal and social borderline 
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between Church and State. This project is an attempt to remedy this lack. What I intend 
to do is show that, even when schools are entirely within the letter of the law in terms of 
the appropriate legal limits of confessional religious instruction, the practice of schooling 
profoundly shapes minds, hearts, and imaginations. Precisely what constitutes the 
“practice of schooling” is the subject of Part II of the dissertation, with each of the three 
chapters therein analyzing patterns of action from another disciplinary modality. 
Since I want to make sure that my theology “is not worked out in the academy 
and then disseminated to a waiting public,” but desire instead to draw in the perspectives 
of the public directly,287 Part II of this dissertation frames the history of US schooling, 
interpretation of this history, and new data from those who have experienced it recently. I 
will return to the theoretical framings developed thus far in Part III, when I interpret the 
data considered in Part II.  
  
                                                          
 









PART II: DATA AND ANALYSIS  
Part II of the dissertation provides historical, cultural, sociological, and 
psychological data that describe and analyze schooling in the US. It 
consists of Chapter 3 through Chapter 5, which function together to 
provide a detailed description of the pattern of actions that encapsulate the 







We are a country full of unassimilated groups within groups with varying 
social ideals, varying ideas of American citizenship and loyalty to 
America … Americanization is a complex matter.288  
 
— Frank Trumbull 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to begin to provide data on the patterns of action 
that comprise the practice of schooling in the US, doing so from a historical perspective. 
As established in Chapter 2, practical theological accounts of practice help to identify and 
“then bring to speech the kinds of theological knowledge that live in bodies, 
performances, and spaces.”289 To establish the basis for the claim that US schooling can 
be interpreted as a practice living in “bodies, performances, and spaces,” some 
background information on American schooling is needed. This chapter offers historical 
context for understanding the US education system, providing the foundation for the 
work done in Part II of the dissertation, where I “bring to speech” the theological 
knowledge embedded in the material and historical components of schooling discussed 
below.  
This chapter lays out the first of three sets of disciplinary data regarding 
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American schooling. This chapter is a historical accounting, Chapter 4 provides 
sociological perspectives, and Chapter 5 gives a psychological frame and explores the 
results of survey-based research done for this project. This chapter offers the broadest 
overview, sketching the history of US public schooling from approximately 1600 until 
2015. It highlights some of the major developments in American education systems and 
perspectives. While the historical accounting given in this chapter is built on historical 
facts upon which multiple sources agree, these are inevitably tinged with some degree of 
interpretation. However, when feasible, interpretation is mostly held off until Chapters 4 
and 5.  
While a complete history of American educational goals and systems is not viable 
for this project, a robust understanding of the development, dynamics, and tensions of 
American schooling is a vital part of developing my argument. As such, this chapter 
provides a broad timeline, recounting some of the major developments of public 
schooling in a chronological fashion.  This overview serves to identify large patterns in 
the relation of religion and religious values to the history of US education, but is not a 
thorough historical study with robust use of primary materials and a wider scope of 
sources. Rather, the sources are largely secondary and synthetic, able to be read in 
dialogue with one another and some primary materials to provide a broad outline of the 
historical contexts out of which educational dynamics in the US have emerged. 
Origins and Expansions 




North America. The idea of required and compulsory free education for children emerged 
as a consequence of Protestant Reformation ideals encouraging Christians to read 
scripture for themselves. Martin Luther, for example, was clear that “the purpose and 
scope of education was no longer to be dominated by religion and the Church.”290 The 
structures of authority continued to expand. For example, in the early 16th century, states 
in Germany began to fund public schools on a model developed directly by Luther and 
later by Philip Melanchthon.291 By the 18th century, the German model of schooling had 
been refined through the rise of the Prussian system of education, and the later Prussian 
system —influenced by Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi — was explicitly referenced as a 
model for early colonial and American educational systems.292 In England, similar 
patterns emerged by the 17th century where an explicit goal of the schooling system was 
aimed directly at “establishing state and Anglican control over education.”293 In fact, the 
close ties between school control and religious and social control are a matter of explicit 
record in the English context. Educational matters came directly under the authority of 
the Archbishop of Canterbury or the Bishop of London.294 
 Educational changes in Britain continued, affected by shifts in political structures. 
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After a build-up and concentration of power into the British monarchy, Charles I was put 
to trial by the Parliament of England leading to his death and a period of civil unrest 
during the Interregnum Period of civil war between English kings from 1649-1660. 
During this period, Parliament declared that England was a Commonwealth, dismissing 
the House of Lords and other branches of government, elevating the Parliament to 
complete State control and disestablishing the Church of England as the official State 
church. Prior to this period, schooling had been used to strengthen the monarchy’s State 
control of England through support of the Church of England. During this period, the 
school system was retooled such that the Parliament-dictated free schooling supported the 
idea of the importance of a Commonwealth without the need for a Monarchy. 
Consequently, after the Restoration, when King Charles II took the throne in 1660, the 
availability of free schools was explicitly targeted as a problem by leadership in The 
Church of England and in the Tory political faction, who both claimed that the schools 
were “dangerous to the monarchy and the social hierarchy of the country.295 As historian 
Arnold Matthews writes,  
[t]he problem of Puritanism which faced the statesmen of the Restoration was no 
new one; for a century past it had with varying intensity vexed the peace of 
church and state. The attempt of Charles I to solve it by persecution had resulted 
in the Civil War; the attempt of the Parliament to solve it by a counter-persecution 
had brought about the King’s return. And now in 1660, after all these years of 
troubled experience, the question once more presented itself as the question of the 
day — what was to be done with the Puritans?296 
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The question of “what was to be done” emerged as part of the social pressure that 
eventually led the Puritans to emigrate out of England so they could proceed with both 
religion and schooling in a system that was no longer State-supported in England.  
The first permanent settlement in North America by the English was funded by 
the Virginia Company in 1607. The Plymouth Colony followed in in 1620. After the 
Restoration, a new wave of Puritans came to North America. Partly in reaction to the 
English dynamics between State control of education, the general education ethos in the 
colonial period was toward localism and community authority rather than large 
governmental control, which was associated with English elitism.297 
Colonial Period 
During the colonial period, schooling models differed significantly in the 
southern, mid-Atlantic, and New England colonies. In the north, the first Latin Grammar 
School (Boston Latin School) was established by 1635, widely recognized as the first 
public school of the colonial period. That school, and other Latin Grammar Schools, were 
expressly designed for elite males presumed to be headed toward civil and church 
leadership.298 In 1642, the Massachusetts Bay School Law was passed, requiring that 
parents ensure their children to have basic Biblical literacy and know the 
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commonwealth’s laws. This law, in turn, led the way to The Massachusetts Act of 1647, 
which dictated that each town of 50 or more families had to support an elementary school 
and that each town of more than 100 should have a Latin school for adolescent education. 
This law served as a blueprint to American public education, setting out four foundations 
that largely persist to this day. The state could require (1) children to be educated, (2) 
towns to establish schools, and (3) town officials to oversee the schools, representing the 
interests of the broader civil government. All of this would be (4) funded publicly 
through local tax levies used to support public schooling.299 
Outside the northeast, the model of tax-funded schooling was initially resisted. In 
some places, colonists preferred schools sponsored by particular religions, such as 
Quaker or Catholic schools, opposing property taxes as infringing on property rights.300 
In the south, the schools more closely resembled the post-Restoration educational culture 
of England. This is largely owing to more significant loyalty to the Church of England 
and the related fact that upper class English gentlemen were far more likely to settle in 
the south than the Puritan-controlled colonies of New England.301 The presence of free 
schools was so strongly resisted by the elite class of post-Restoration England that, in 
1671, William Berkeley, English-appointed governor of Virginia, wrote,  
I thank God, there are no free schools nor printing, and I hope we shall not have 
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these hundred years; for learning has brought disobedience, and heresy, and sects 
into the world, and printing has divulged them, and libels against the best 
government. God keep us from both!302  
 
Free schools that emerged in the south during this period were not supported through 
taxation but largely by church support and private endowments, with control over the 
setup and administration of schools left to families.303  
 In the mid-Atlantic region, another scenario was playing out. For example, by the 
time that the British took over the colony of “New Netherland” in 1664, most towns had 
already established elementary schools connected to the Dutch Reformed Church. The 
focus was largely on religious instruction and prayer, and schooling was done in Dutch. 
When control of the colony shifted to England, the British closed all the Dutch schools 
and did not open any to replace them. Describing the education systems in Delaware, 
New Jersey, New York, and Pennsylvania, historians Pulliam and Van Patten suggest that 
the phrase “diversity and parochialism” is best. While not as actively resisted by the elite 
of England as in the south, free schools there largely emerged as a result of the work of 
denominational support, with a significant presence from Mennonites, Quakers, 
Lutherans, Calvinists, Episcopalians, and other groups that no longer persist.304  
Owing to varied pockets of ethnic density — e.g. near homogenous populations 
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existed for thirteen different European languages in the area that became New York — 
control of the schools varied markedly from one area to the next. In fact, it was in 
response to this inconsistency that in 1769, the German Mennonite, Christopher Dock, 
published the book, Schul-Ordnung, a school administration text and the first book about 
the teaching profession published in North America.305 The coming American Revolution 
shifted many things, however, including the ways schooling came to be discussed and 
managed from a nation-wide governmental level.  
The New Nation  
The end of the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th saw significant 
educational developments, particularly as the new nation grappled with the consequences 
of its Constitution. Because the Constitution did not mention education as a specific 
responsibility of the national government, under the logic of the 10th amendment,306 the 
particular responsibilities of schooling exist only at the state level. The tendency toward 
localism and community authority, as noted above in the colonial period, persisted and 
was codified during the legal establishment of the United States. As education scholar 
William Davis puts it, “historically, the federal government has been the junior partner in 
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educational policy-making and funding in the United States.” 307 Control of education 
primarily remained at the community level until 1779, when Thomas Jefferson pushed to 
shift education in Virginia from private and church schools to a broad, state-level public 
system. 
Jefferson argued that new “kings, priests, and nobles” would arise if “we leave the 
people in ignorance.”308 However, his proposal was met with resistance as the property 
taxes needed to fund schools were still often controversial, and collection systems 
inadequate.309 Thomas Jefferson proposed a two-track educational system, with separate 
paths for "the laboring and the learned."310 Scholarship would allow some of the laboring 
class to advance, or, as Jefferson wrote, “the best geniuses will be raked from the 
rubbish.”311 By 1801, when Jefferson entered his presidency, his vision for public 
education had expanded beyond Virginia. While it did not include schooling for 
indigenous Americans, enslaved Africans, indentured laborers, or any women, education 
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did become more accessible to white men who were not wealthy.312  
 By the early 1800s, the increase in city populations paved the way for similarly 
“universal” public education. While much of the rural farming population had previously 
found formal schooling unnecessary, this changed as city centers grew. Schools offered a 
solution for rising problems with “illiteracy, criminality, and child labor,” providing a 
way for young people to develop useful skills for the changing economy.313 Likewise, 
working-class political movements contributed to the demand for public schooling as a 
way to empower workers and give them access to the skills needed for labor in factories 
and industrialization.314  
Industrialization and Immigration 
The early 1800s brought about major shifts in educational practices. Two major 
factors contributed to these transformations: increasing urbanization due to the rise of the 
factory and the influx of immigrants. Massachusetts saw significant change due to both of 
these. By 1827, the state had passed a law requiring that public schools be open to all 
(male) students without fees.315 By 1830, New Hampshire and New York had also 
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established free schooling. The push for free schools was not an immediate success, but it 
became consistently more common.  
For example, throughout the 1830s, the Workingmen's Party had as a major 
political platform point, “equal universal education for all children supported from local 
taxes.”316 This political agitation from laborers is a significant feature of this era, though 
it was met with significant resistance from upper-class citizens and lawmakers, who “did 
not see that workers needed education,” arguing that the “utilization of taxes on one 
man's property to educate another's child was a confiscatory policy.”317 While class 
tensions did not end, the work of Horace Mann was a critical intervention that 
specifically addressed this topic. For Mann, free public schooling was an essential part of 
supporting the welfare of individuals and the nation. The scope of his vision was 
extensive. He writes: 
If all the children in the community, from the age of four years that of sixteen, 
could be brought within the reformatory and elevating influences of good schools, 
the dark host of private vices and public crimes, which now embitter domestic 
peace and stain the civilization of the age, might, in ninety-nine cases of every 
hundred, be banished from the world.318 
 
Mann’s project extended beyond ameliorating vices and crimes into economic growth as 
well. 
In 1837, the first state-level Department of Education (DOE) in the country was 
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begun in Massachusetts and was headed by Mann. While he had never been a teacher 
before, he had served in government and was encouraged to take up the secretary position 
by Edmund Dwight. Dwight was a successful businessman who had built his wealth in 
the textile mills. Mann’s influence will be addressed in detail in the next chapter, but it 
should at least be noted here that Dwight felt so sure of the importance of schooling that 
he not only encouraged Mann to take up the work, but also substantially funded the first 
year of work for the DOE with significant personal financial contributions.319 In his first 
filed report as the Massachusetts Secretary of Education, Mann noted the following: 
The capitalist and his agents are looking for the greatest amount of labor, or the 
largest income in money from their investments; and they do not promote a dunce 
to a station, where he will destroy raw material, or slacken industry, because of 
his name, or birth, or family connections. The obscurest and humblest person has 
an open and fair field for competition.…. Individuals who, without the aid of 
knowledge, would have been condemned to perpetual inferiority of condition, and 
subjected to all the evils of want and poverty, rise to competence and in-
dependence by the uplifting power of education.320 
 
This report, and the eleven others that he wrote during his tenure as Secretary, 
was disseminated throughout the United States. As states began to draw up constitutions 
to govern their internal affairs, most opted to address public education and how to fund it. 
While the majority of education at this time remained in private schools inaccessible to 
most, the trend toward increasing public schools was significantly boosted by Mann’s 
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work.321 His “common school” approach to education was not universally endorsed, but it 
was replicated throughout the United States, particularly its insistence on standardized 
and systematized preparation, including teacher training programs.322 Before the full 
influence of Mann’s work had come to fruition, however, other trends also developed.  
As urbanization proceeded and greater numbers of workers were in standardized 
factory jobs, schooling shifted. A larger number of schools began to run on the 
Lancasterian or Monitorial model, in which one master monitor taught a room full of 
hundreds of students. The method generally used was that the “master teacher” gave a 
rote lesson to the older and/or more skilled students, who then taught it to others. Joseph 
Lancaster, the English Quaker educator who developed the technique in 1837, intended 
that it would "train children in the practice of such moral habits as are conducive to the 
welfare of society," arguing that this would come about because of “the machine-like 
regularity of the school, its strenuousness, [and] the constant sense of personal 
responsibility felt by pupil and monitor alike.”323 Whether or not the Lancasterian focus 
on discipline and routine was beneficial to morality, it certainly was useful to factory 
owners.  
 During the early-to-mid 1800s, the percentage of workers in agriculture settings 
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continued to decline as independent farms that had been under family control were 
purchased by amalgamated agricultural businesses. This fueled an increase of workers 
looking for employment away from their home communities, resulting in a large-scale 
shift to cities. Simultaneously, the incoming waves of rural workers seeking factory and 
mill employment met a burgeoning swell of European immigration. The graphs in Figure 
3.01 show that, from 1820 to 1870, over 7.5 million immigrants arrived in the US, 
approximately doubling the non-indigenous population of the country in only fifty years. 
Between 1845 and 1855, over 3 million immigrants arrived in the United States, a figure 
equal to approximately one-eighth of the entire non-indigenous and non-enslaved 
population at that time.324 The incoming wave of Irish Catholics in particular caused 
tension. The top of Figure 3.01 below shows the absolute totals for immigration numbers 
and the lower portion represents inflow as a percentage of the total population. 
  
                                                          
 






Figure 3.01: Immigration Inflows by Country 
 
Fleeing from the famine and British colonial rule beginning in the 1840s, more 
than a million Irish migrated to the northeast, largely settling in Massachusetts and New 
York. There, the Irish Catholic immigrants fought for more local control of schools so as 
to resist what they felt was overly-Protestant schooling.325 The dynamics of this tension 
are detailed in the next chapter, but I will note here that this increase in political turmoil 
emerged not only from religious differences, but also from the increased interaction 
                                                          
 





among many types of people who were shifting into urban life. New immigrants from all 
over Europe as well as the descendants of colonizing settlers were opting to leave 
agrarian life for industrial labor.  
By the peak of immigrant arrivals in the 1850s, two significant and related 
dynamics emerged. On the one hand, in the wake of the end of the Whig party in national 
politics, a rising anti-immigrant ethos reached a zenith with the creation of the Native 
American Party. More commonly referred to as The Know-Nothing Party, this group was 
an anti-Catholic, anti-immigrant organization whose roots were in east coast secret 
societies like The Order of United Americans and The Supreme Order of the Star 
Spangled Banner.326 While the political interests of this group failed to maintain center 
stage in the midst of the impending civil war, their impact was significant enough that 
party affiliated politicians were able to win 1854 mayoral races in Boston, Washington 
DC, Philadelphia, and Chicago. Anti-Chinese immigrant organizations in San Francisco 
also saw support from the Know Nothings, further underscoring that their position was 
not only anti-Catholic, but anti-immigrant as well.327  
Pressures from increasing domestic urbanization, mixed with increasing 
immigration, yielded unease that spread across the nation. In the 1856 national election, 
former Whig president Millard Fillmore ran again, this time as a Know Nothing. At the 
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same time as increasing xenophobia was being formalized as a viable political party, 
educational standards were being standardized as well. In 1851, following on Mann’s 
work to support tax-funded free schools with standardized teacher training curriculum, 
Massachusetts passed the first law mandating compulsory education. This was followed 
by a wave of compulsory education laws in a number of states. At the time, “Americans 
were the most educated population in the world,” “financial investments into education 
were substantial and voluntary attendance was high,” and both factors were trending 
upward.328 This suggests that factors other than literacy and numeracy contributed to the 
increase in compulsory education laws. Significant historical, economic, and policy 
evidence bears this out. In a study on the impact of compulsory schooling laws in the US, 
a team of economists from the London School of Economics conclude the following: 
American legislators and educators viewed compulsory schooling as the key 
policy tool to nation-build in response to mass migration. We show this was 
driven by the view that exposure to American public schools would instill the 
desired civic values among migrants, and a recognition that such values could be 
transmitted from children to their parents…Our findings… suggest the original 
architects of the common school system, all of whom linked education with 
inculcating the civic values and discipline necessary for effective participation in 
American democracy, ultimately achieved their aim.329 
 
Schools were a way to help Americanize, immigrants and “instill the desired civic 
values.” This may be read as having a paternalistic tone by contemporary standards, but it 
was a common trend in the period.  
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By 1916, the educational philosopher John Dewey was clear that free public 
schooling existed so as to inculcate some higher standard than what students were likely 
to find without educational intervention. In Democracy and Education he wrote that 
schools should function to “balance the various elements in the social environment,” so 
that “each individual gets an opportunity to escape from the limitations of the social 
group in which he was born, and to come into living contact with a broader 
environment.”330 Schools were meant to be environments in which youth learned how to 
be different from their communities, largely owing to exposure to “a broader 
environment.” This broader environment, however, had consistent and particular qualities 
to it. 
Protestant clergy and lay leaders regularly spoke of “public schools as Protestant 
institutions” and understood schools as “as a means to combat the growth of 
Catholicism.”331 Significant evidence suggest that, far from being a secret, anti-Catholic 
conspiracy, this assumption was a central and public pillar to Mann’s understanding of 
education, which significantly influenced national policy. For Mann,  
by definition, mainstream Protestantism, the religion of the majority, was “non-
sectarian.” Thus, Mann could speak of barring “sectarian instruction” from public 
schools, but simultaneously institute a state curriculum that included having 
students say prayers, sing hymns, and read the King James Bible. Catholics 
particularly opposed the latter practice, which they viewed as a means of 
Protestant indoctrination. The leaders of the common-school movement thus 
created a double standard that favored Protestantism over Catholicism; in their 
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view, however, this double standard was actually a religion-neutral stance.332 
 
Mann, one of the de facto architects of the first robust effort at nationalizing US schools, 
lived and worked with a presumption of his Protestantism being so normalized that it was 
either (1) not even visible to him or, if it was, that (2) it was an inherently and universally 
useful thing to use to frame education for all. This note is important because, during the 
middle and late 19th century, American nationalization of schooling had its most 
significant period of growth and Mann’s influence was pronounced throughout. This will 
be discussed further in the following section. 
Post-Bellum Urbanization  
The middle of the 19th century in the US was profoundly shaped by the American 
Civil War. This is true of educational systems as well. The war compounded some of the 
differences in schooling that had been present since European colonization of North 
America. The South, which was not urbanizing at the same rate as the Northeast, had 
already been behind in terms of creating free public schools. After the war, a lagging 
economic recovery intensified the gap, even though national mandates were en route.333 
The first federal Department of Education was established by President Johnson in 1867, 
two years after the formal end of the war. It was conceived as an agency whose task it 
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was to compile and aggregate school data from states and then help state governments 
develop more effective policy and planning.334 It did not last long.  
By 1868, critics of the department, who decried the ways local schools would be 
forced to submit to centralized authority, had succeeded in getting the DOE reorganized 
into an office within the Department of the Interior. Its budget was reduced and its 
authority lessened in parallel. It would not become a fully functioning cabinet-level 
department again until the Carter administration in 1979. While national educational 
politics were in flux, the situation at the local level was in a period of undeniably rapid 
growth. As before, however, the increase of accessible public schooling was not equal 
across the US, as can be seen in Figure 3.02. 335 
Figure 3.02: Percent of 5-to-19-year-olds enrolled in School 1850 to 1991 
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In 1870, less than ten percent of all American adolescents were enrolled in a 
public high school. However, by 1880, the number of students in public schools had 
increased by 44%. These figures are both because of the increase of available schooling 
to the increasing influx of additional European immigrants as well as Americans of 
African descent.336 In the wake of the formation of the Freedman’s Bureau in 1865 and 
the ratification of the 14th amendment in 1868, thousands of new schools were set up, 
both for adults and for the children of those who had been enslaved. The push for 
publicly funded public schools in the South was a project that emerged from communities 
of formerly enslaved African Americans. W.E.B. DuBois was clear on this, noting that 
                                                          
 




“public education for all at public expense was, in the South, a Negro idea.”337  
 By 1900, 34 states had Mann-influenced mandatory schooling policy, but of 
those, only four were Southern states. Similarly, in 1912, even though the residents of the 
Southern states represented approximately 34% of the total US population, they were 
allocated only 3% of national-level education funding.338 Also in this period, 
institutionalized segregation was formalized in the education system. While 
Reconstruction Era schooling had not explicitly established segregation, in 1896 the US 
Supreme Court ruled in Plessy v. Ferguson that it was constitutionally permissible for the 
state of Louisiana to require "separate but equal" accommodations in train cars for those 
of African descent. This ruling paved the way for southern public schools to enact 
legislation that mandated racial segregation in public schools.339 This is all to say that, 
while the percentage of students enrolled in school during this time drastically increased, 
the quality of education was not equal across the board. Variances could be found not 
only owing to ethnicity and country of origins, but also religion and denomination.  
 By 1870, Irish Catholics had established thousands of parish-based parochial 
schools in the urban areas of the northeast and Midwest. In response to the increasing 
presence of private Catholic education and the possibility of State-funding for it, a 
pointed resistance to parochial schooling emerged. In an 1875 speech tinged with tones 
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drawn from Mann, president Ulysses Grant advocated for a "good common school 
education" free from "sectarian schools."340 He called for public education to be 
"unmixed with sectarian, pagan or atheistical dogmas" and took the firm position that 
religious belief “should be left to families, churches, and private schools devoid of public 
funds.”341 In the wake of this national attention, Congressman James Blaine proposed a 
constitutional amendment, the heart of which was that “no money raised by taxation in 
any State for the support of public schools, or derived from any public fund therefore, nor 
any public lands devoted thereto, shall ever be under the control of any religious sect.” 342 
The proposal is largely considered to be legislation inspired by nativist and anti-Catholic 
positions.343 The amendment passed the House overwhelmingly, but did not garner the 
support it needed in the Senate, where some decried it as overtly anti-Catholic.344 Indeed, 
in some quarters, anti-Catholic sentiment was so pronounced that several proposals were 
made by nativists who wanted “to use the government to destroy the internal authority of 
the Catholic Church."345 This sentiment manifested both nationally and locally.  
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In the most populous US cities, this era saw a consistent reduction in the number 
of people who sat on school boards, both Catholic and not. In many urban environments, 
"ward" positions that arose from neighborhood leadership were eliminated and replaced 
with at-large members appointed by politicians.346 Educational policy scholar Joel Spring 
provides a pointed example of this dynamic in the context of the 1894 mayoral election in 
New York City.  
Under the traditional New York ward system, the mayor appointed twenty-one 
commissioners of common schools, and they in turn appointed five trustees for 
each ward. The ward trustees appointed all teachers and janitors, nominated 
principals and vice principals, and furnished school supplies. This system 
provided opportunity for graft, but it also created a situation wherein the trustee 
had to be sensitive to local needs and desires. [Thus,] The reformers' battle cry, 
“Take the schools out of politics,” not only meant take the schools out of the 
hands of Tammany Hall, it also meant take the schools out of the hands of the 
Roman Catholic Church.347  
 
The legitimization of centralizing power emerged from what Springer refers to as a kind 
of paternalistic “democratic elitism.” The claim was made that, given the rising number 
of students in urban centers, the appropriate way to manage school systems was with 
“scientific business management,” a skill and knowledge base that locals did not possess. 
Thus, power became centralized in political appointments framed as a shift toward 
administrative meritocracy.348 While Catholic minorities were a frequent target of 
prejudicially motivated educational policy, the use of educational mandates to secure 
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political power in general began to rise during this period as well, with two major trends 
being (1) increased control being further from the local community and justification of 
this control by (2) references to technical scientific advancements and the skills needed to 
understand and use them for policy decisions.  
While these themes did emerge at least partly from to social tensions, they were 
not invented rationales. Though one can identify prejudicial aspects behind the reasoning 
for shifting policy practices, the legitimizations used to validate the policies were 
accepted as authoritative. To the extent that prejudiced and anti-immigrant, anti-Black, 
anti-indigenous, and anti-Catholic social dynamics influenced educational policy in this 
era, the issue is not that the scientific advancements used for legitimization were non-
existent. Instead, while policy was actually becoming more technocratic, the science(s) 
behind that shift may well have themselves been entrenched in prejudicial biases. For 
example, this is the period that saw the emergence of the racially and ethnically biased IQ 
assessments referenced in the previous chapter.349 
French psychologist Alfred Binet’s work on an instrument to measure intelligence 
was published in 1905, and the American psychologist Lewis Terman developed the 
concept of an “intelligence quotient” in 1912, which ushered in the era of “the mass-
marketing of IQ.”350 This is also when the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 
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Teaching was established and the concept of “student contact hours” was developed by 
Frank Spaulding and Morris Cooke, a further extension of the techniques of scientific 
management into the education sector. 351 Allowing for economic calculations into 
pedagogical efficacy based on average student learning rates and the cost to teach them, 
the concept of “contact hours” persists today throughout the education sector, including 
higher education. Cooke’s 1909 proposal was initially met by strong criticism from those 
who argued that “just as not all workers were created equal, not all contact hours were of 
the same quality,”352 but eventually Cooke’s perspective won out and discussion of 
“average number of student contact hours per faculty member” is factored into college 
rankings to this day.353 
Cooke’s perspective is a good one to use to frame the developments of US 
schools moving into the period of the World Wars. School decisions were increasingly 
shifted to centralized control and the rationale for these shifts was abstracted from 
particular community concerns and control in the name of science. As Cooke wrote in 
1914, "scientific management asks of the paper-maker, the college professor, the 
government official, and the iron master that each drop his craft spirit and take on as 
much as he can of the scientific spirit."354 Professionalism, in education as well as in 
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other fields, became less about honing skills over time and bringing one’s experience to 
bear, but adhering to the methods demonstrated to be most effective by experts.  
Immigration and World War 
The early 1900s continued to see massive immigration numbers, which only 
began to subside with the onset of World War I. The zenith of the immigration that began 
in the late 1800s occurred in 1907, when approximately 1.3 million people entered the 
country legally when the continental US population was approximately 85 million.355 By 
1910, approximately 13.5% of the US population had been born outside of the US, which 
can be seen in Figure 3.03. 356  
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Figure 3.03: Foreign-Born Population and Percentage of Total Population, for the 
US: 1850 to 2010 Immigration Inflows by Country  
 
 
For comparison, the US Yearbook of Immigration Statistics records data that in 2016 the 
US only admitted 1.18 million357 when the population was approximately 321 million, a 
decrease of approximately 70% compared to a hundred years prior.358 Mounting 
international tensions that eventually led to World War I contributed to the decline of 
immigration, with national-level policies contributing greatly to the sharp downturn.  
In the 1917 Immigration Act, Congress enacted legislation that restricted 
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immigration, especially from Asian countries.359 This, in turn, paved the way for 1924’s 
National Origins Act, which functionally ended all regular immigration to the US from 
anywhere except northWestern Europe.360 During this enforced period of low 
immigration, conversations around education and “Americanization” began again. 361 For 
example, in 1915, Frank Trumbull of the National Americanization Committee went on 
the record to say,  
We are a country full of unassimilated groups within groups with varying social 
ideals, varying ideas of American citizenship and loyalty to America … 
Americanization is a complex matter … But there can be no doubt about the first 
steps — the English language and the principles of American citizenship.362  
 
Similarly, in a national address in 1919, the president of the American Bar 
Association proclaimed that, left unaddressed, immigrants who had been born in other 
cultures would be an existential threat for American life. George Page declared that 
because the government had become large and complicated, the populous had become 
“wholly ignorant and untaught as to the meaning of life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness.” Individuals were “wholly ignorant as to the quantity and quality of the 
responsibility that rests upon the individual.” Because people had been allowed “to grow 
up unrestricted and unrestrained,” they had not been properly “taught democracy,” and 
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possess ideas that “unless destroyed, will make a democracy impossible.”363 And what 
did Page feel would be an apt tool for the destruction of these conditions? The schools. 
Page writes: 
Inasmuch as men have come to this country from foreign lands and, whether they 
have become citizens or not, are enjoying the privileges and protection afforded 
by residence here, they should be taught in no uncertain way that they have no 
right to place America and American institutions second to any other nation or 
proposed nation on earth, and we should start the fires under our melting pot and 
keep them burning, until every man, whether born in this country or out of it, has 
either become thoroughly and wholly American, or, if he is incapable or refuses 
to become American, is driven back to the country from which he came and upon 
which he has bestowed his first and best devotion.364 
 
Far from being the fringe position of a radical zealot, this stance was widespread.  
The same year in which Page made this profession, the US House of 
Representatives considered the “Americanization Bill,” which was brought to them by 
the Committee on Education and Labor. The official summary of that proposal is as 
follows:  
A bill to promote the education of native illiterates, of persons unable to 
understand and use the English language, and of other resident persons of foreign 
birth; to provide for cooperation with the States in the education of such persons 
in the English language, the fundamental principles of government and 
citizenship, the elements of knowledge pertaining to self-support and home 
making, and in such other work as will assist in preparing such illiterates and 
foreign-born persons for successful living and intelligent American citizenship.365 
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Though rhetorically toned down, the principle evident here is the same: education is to be 
used as a tool not only for “successful living” and the function of government, but also 
“intelligent American citizenship” itself.  
The focus of Americanization efforts changed over time. World War I in 
particular had an immediate impact resulting in especially anti-German shifts in the 
1920s and 1930s.366 For example, Lleras-Muney and Shertzer found that the percentage 
of a school district that was of German descent was a significantly predictive measure of 
whether “English as Only Language of Instruction Laws” were passed between 1910—
1930.367 Compared to other school districts with other non-English speakers, Germans 
were particularly singled out in this period. The yoking of education and citizenship will 
be addressed in greater detail in Chapter 4, but I will preliminarily note that the impact of 
both World Wars was an undeniable factor in the formal educational policy enacted in 
this period.   
Civil Rights 
The latter half of the 20th century saw monumental shifts in educational practice, 
often spurred on by legal decisions. The single most important educational policy 
development of the 1950s was the Brown v. Board of Education decision of the Supreme 
Court in 1954. As was mentioned above, the Plessy v. Ferguson decision of 1896 
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established the legal grounds for “separate but equal” segregation. Brown v. Board of 
Education overturned that ruling, arguing that “separate educational facilities are 
inherently unequal” with segregated schools being issued a mandate to discontinue 
operation “with all deliberate speed.”368 In the wake of Brown v. Board, there was an 
upheaval of anti-black sentiment often framed under claims of a violation of protecting 
“states’ rights.” As in earlier periods, tension between local and national control became 
a flashpoint for controversy. In response to the Brown decision, state legislators created 
new laws that required and preserved segregation, giving rise to sentiment that "as long 
as we can legislate, we can segregate."369 By 1960, at least 136 new segregation laws and 
constitutional amendments had been recommended, drafted, and passed.370 Orval Faubus, 
governor of Arkansas famously declared that “I will not force my people to integrate 
against their will. I believe in the democratic processes and principles of government 
wherein the people determine the problems on a local level, which is their right.”371 The 
height of this tension occurred in 1957. 
In that year, Faubus sent the Arkansas National Guard to oppose nine students of 
African descent from beginning school at an all-white school. In response, President 
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Eisenhower sent federal troops from the 101st Airborne Division to Little Rock to restore 
order and to protect the students from the developing riots.372 Though forced to comply 
with the letter of the law by federal powers, rather than accept integration, Faubus simply 
closed the Little Rock public high schools entirely. While the Supreme Court eventually 
ruled that the closings were illegal and the schools had to be reopened, this narrative 
serves to demonstrate how far the gap was between national policy and local reality.  
To complicate the dynamics further, evidence suggests that Eisenhower felt 
compelled to enforce Brown v. Board not as a matter of racial and education equity, but 
because Faubus’ use of state troops to oppose a decision of the federal government was a 
breach of proper exercise of power.373 Referring to Eisenhower, who was a World War II 
General, Roy Wilkins, the Executive Director of the NAACP said that, "if he had fought 
World War II the way he fought for civil rights, we would all be speaking German 
today."374  
Ten days after the events at Little Rock, the Russian government successfully 
launched the Sputnik satellite into space, thus plunging the US into another type of 
transformation. Due in large part to increasing criticism about lagging US schools in 
comparison with the USSR, Congress passed the 1958 National Defense Education Act 
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(NDEA). Naval Admiral Hyman Rickover, for example, argued very publicly in the 
House Committee on Appropriations for the NDEA that “the major purpose of education 
is to produce the experts who create the technology and science upon which a modern 
nation depends for winning wars, hot or cold.”375 This emphasis on the military 
consequences of education contributed to significant change in this period. When the 
NDEA became law, it allocated an unprecedented amount of national-level support for 
schools at all levels, increasing aid to K-12 education as well as collegiate and graduate 
studies.376 In the midst of this support however, another educational dynamic was 
growing, soon to eclipse military concerns, if only for a few decades. 
While the Brown decision established legal grounds for school integration, the 
situation became more entrenched in some ways as another national wave of mass-
migration began. This time, however, the migration was not international, but domestic. 
The shift of white urban residents to suburban communities that were predominantly or 
exclusively inaccessible to people of color meant that the schools could technically be 
integrated but would have few-to-no actual students who were not white. Prejudicial 
lending practices in financial institutions often termed “redlining” kept “hundreds of 
thousands of people of color from owning homes and out of the single largest period of 
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mass asset accumulation in the 20th century.”377 In 1910, the vast majority of the US 
population was split between urban and rural communities. Nationally, only 7% of the 
country lived in the suburbs. By 1970 that figure had hit 38% and, by 2000, 50%.378 
Because the government could not directly mandate where people chose to live and 
control of schooling rested largely at state and local levels, national-level changes often 
had little effect on change in local communities. For example, even though the national 
attention surrounding Brown v. Board was enormous, ten years after that decision, in 
1964, 98% of all children of African descent were still in entirely black schools.379 In 
1965, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was created to address these 
continuing disparities. 
The ESEA emerged as President Johnson was put under increasing pressure from 
the ongoing civil rights movement and needed to find a way to make educational equity 
more than just a piece of jurisprudence. Legal scholar Jay Heubert argues that the ESEA 
was a part of a larger attempt to shift practices in local communities. 
There was a carefully thought-out strategy involving a carrot and a stick. The 
Civil Rights Act said, among other things, that states and school districts could 
lose their federal funding if they refused to desegregate their schools. The Civil 
Rights Act, then, was the stick, the threat of losing federal funds. The carrot was 
the significant increase in available federal funds that came in the form of the 
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Elementary and Secondary Education Act.380  
 
Though local communities maintained some significant control, new mandates were 
being handed down from the national level. While the tension between local and national 
control meant that the laws from CRA were contested, the new federal funding sources 
made the requirement easier to swallow, at least for a time. By the late 1970s, however, 
the country saw what was called a “nationwide taxpayer's revolt,” as local authorities 
began to resist what they perceived to be encroachment of federal power.381 
 This “revolt” was largely considered to begin with the California approval of 
“Proposition 13” and “Proposition 2-½” in Massachusetts, laws that allowed both states 
to place a cap on property taxes to limit the funding for schools. In California, for 
example, property taxes were cut by 57% and tax increases were set at no more than 2% 
annually,382 leading many to see these laws as the beginning of a major shift. Indeed, 
when Prop 13 was passed it was seen as such a significant measure that the directors of 
the Education Policy Research Institute proclaimed that “the California tax-limiting 
initiative may well be the 1978 equivalent of the 1775 shots at Lexington and 
Concord.”383 The consequences were significant. In 1978 California spent more per 
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student than any other state in the country, but by 1998 it had dropped to 43rd.384 
By the time that Ronald Reagan took office in 1981, the national level policy 
response to the momentum of the civil rights era had ebbed significantly. In the wake of 
the white suburban-migration and the pendulum swing of anti-tax school-funding cuts, 
urban schools became increasingly segregated, the residential tax base shifted its center, 
and perspectives on the educational moves of the 60s and 70s began to be framed in more 
negative ways. Consider the position taken by Chester Finn, Reagan’s assistant secretary 
of the Department of Education:  
I don't doubt that some things are better off and I think that not being able to 
discriminate kids on the basis of their skin color is progress for the society — but 
it sure led to a lot of litigation and lawsuits and busing programs and white flight 
activities and a whole slew of other things that many people would regard as 
having been harmful to the quality and performance of education and the health of 
the democracy.385 
 
Note that while there is some recognition of the benefits of the movement toward equity, 
Finn proceeds to suggest that those same programs might well have hurt “the health of 
the democracy.” The Reagan era is marked significantly by this small government view. 
In this perspective, government intervention is frowned upon and systems are premised 
on the assumption that if assessments are done correctly, the market will decide how to 
best proceed.  
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A Nation at Risk  
The 1980s are the beginning of a persisting tendency to refer to educational 
programs in metaphorical terms associating it with business and international 
competition. A rhetorical analysis of federal education policy from 1980 through 2012 
suggests that “public education is a market.”386 This is a dominant form of imagery used 
to describe schooling at the federal level, providing the basis for an ongoing comparison 
in which schools are identified as a place where the nation can look for ways to maintain 
international economic superiority. Schools are framed as a means of advancing 
American financial goals.387 This framing shapes how schooling is to be done. As 
powerful as this market metaphor is, it was joined by additional categorizations including 
militaristic ones. 
Supported by “Business Roundtables” in which public officials worked with 
corporate leaders to “attack the problem of inefficient and ineffective schools,” The 
National Commission on Excellence in Education was created in 1983 to assess state-
level schooling and federal policy, culminating with a set of proposed reforms.388 The 
Commission’s report, entitled “A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational 
Reform,” was issued in April 1983. While lengthy, I include the opening two paragraphs 
                                                          
 
386 Frank Carusi, “The Persistence of Policy: A Tropological Analysis of Contemporary Education Policy 
Discourse in the United States” (PhD diss., Georgia State University, 2011), 71-115, 
https://buprimo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/g23ind/TN_cdi_proquest_journals_899269035 
387 Ibid. 
388 Larry Cuban, The Blackboard and the Bottom Line: Why Schools Can't Be Businesses (Cambridge, MA: 




unedited as they are a vital part of the educational story of the US that follows: 
Our nation is at risk. Our once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, industry, 
science, and technological innovation is being overtaken by competitors 
throughout the world. This report is concerned with only one of the many causes 
and dimensions of the problem, but it is the one that undergirds American 
prosperity, security, and civility. We report to the American people that while we 
can take justifiable pride in what our schools and colleges have historically 
accomplished and contributed to the United States and the well-being of its 
people, the educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded by a 
rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a people. 
What was unimaginable a generation ago has begun to occur — others are 
matching and surpassing our educational attainments. 
If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the 
mediocre educational performance that exists today, we might well have viewed it 
as an act of war. As it stands, we have allowed this to happen to ourselves. We 
have even squandered the gains in student achievement made in the wake of the 
Sputnik challenge. Moreover, we have dismantled essential support systems 
which helped make those gains possible. We have, in effect, been committing an 
act of unthinking, unilateral educational disarmament.389 
 
While the next chapter contains additional analysis, I want to draw attention to the fact 
that here — and throughout the report — schools are being triply identified as the 
centerpiece of American “prosperity, security, and civility.” In echoes of Admiral 
Rickover’s assertions that education was for producing the tools needed to win wars, 
schools increasingly began to be framed as metaphorical armories for making the 
weapons needed to wage the Cold War.390 However, during the course of Reagan’s two 
terms, while actual defense spending rose from 22.2% of the total federal budget to 
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26.3%, educational funding declined from 2.5% to 1.7%.391 Though US schools were 
now thought to be vehicles for American wealth, safety, and decorum, federal funding for 
education decreased by 28%. This continued to put political and rhetorical pressure on 
state and local level officials to fund programs asserted to be essential, but financially 
unsupported at the national level. This tension is evident throughout “A Nation at Risk” 
and the material consequences of its publication.  
 The 48-page document frames some of the major problems of education and 
makes concrete recommendations as to what should be done to fix them. Among the 
items suggested are smaller class sizes, increased attention paid to developing school 
curricula and teaching-training programs, an increase in teachers’ autonomy, higher 
teacher salaries, and an increase in learning standards. Of these recommendations, the 
major accepted emphases were an insistence on additional teacher education and more 
student testing, both of which were supposed to happen while federal education support 
declined. US education scholar Larry Cuban argues that the report is premised on three 
key assumptions. 
First, he notes that schools were encouraged to shift to a model that emphasized 
efficiency, effectiveness, and competition, a logic which concluded in the assumption that 
schools would be better if “they competed with one another and gave parents choices of 
where to send their children.”392 Second, it was assumed that students will perform better 
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if they have taken rigorous academic subjects, especially ones which can be metrically 
assessed, such as math and science. 393  Third, although schools were not businesses and 
showed no financial profits and losses, the assumption was made that standardized test 
scores could function much the same way as earnings statements: to measure success and 
“predict how future employees will perform in the workplace.” 394 Following these 
assumptions, educational reform in this period “essentially copied business practices,” 
resulting in an increasing emphasis on verifiable metrics, school standards, and testing.395 
One of the results is once again an increased wave of suburban migration as parents who 
could afford to do so — following the logic laid out in “A Nation at Risk” — moved to 
get access to better schools for their children.  
While innovations emerged, like magnet schools and charter schools in the 1980s 
and 1990s, the overall effect of this period was further intensification of school 
segregation. This time though, the courts decided they were powerless to address it. In a 
1992 unanimous decision, the Supreme Court made it clear that there was no permissible 
legal basis for a response to prejudicial real estate decisions, even if they were made for 
the purposes of segregation. Writing for the court, Anthony Kennedy authored the 
opinion: 
Where resegregation is a product not of state action but of private choices, it does 
not have constitutional implications. It is beyond the authority and beyond the 
practical ability of the federal courts to try to counteract these kinds of continuous 








and massive demographic shifts…. Past wrongs to the black race, wrongs 
committed by the State and in its name, are a stubborn fact of history. And 
stubborn facts of history linger and persist. But though we cannot escape our 
history, neither must we overstate its consequences in fixing legal 
responsibilities.396 
 
Essentially, the court decided it could not intervene in cases where demonstrable 
segregation was a function of legal actions, even if the consequences were segregated 
public schools. If wealthier white people were able legally to make an area economically 
inaccessible, the courts could do nothing, even if the consequence was that far fewer 
people of color would be schooled there.  
The legal battle for educational equity was not entirely one-sided however. In 
1994 the state of California passed Proposition 187, which mandated that “immigrants 
residing in the country without legal permission” were to be “ineligible for public social 
services, public health care services… and public education at elementary, secondary, 
and post-secondary levels.”397 The stated rationale for the law was economic, with 
reference to the rising costs of providing benefits to people who were not taxpayers; 
however, functionally, the law meant that all of the children of undocumented immigrants 
could not legally enroll in public schools. While the district level federal courts 
eventually ruled that the law was unconstitutional, the fact that it passed at a 59% “Yes” 
                                                          
 
396 Freeman v. Pitts, 503 U. S. 467 (1992), 495-496 
397 “California Proposition 187, Illegal Aliens Ineligible for Public Benefits,” Ballotpedia, 1994, accessed 





rate398 was an indication of another period of increased interaction among issues of 
immigration, economics, and education. This economic trend is largely resonant with the 
general funding dynamics from the late 19th century to the present. 
1890 is the first year in which national data is available for public school funding 
and in that year, local property taxes accounted for 67.9% of all public education revenue 
in the US.399 That figure steadily increased so that, in 1930, 78.8% of all public education 
revenues came from local (non-Federal and non-State) tax sources. Since that time, 
though, the amount that local governments have contributed to the total cost of public 
education has dropped consistently. Data from 2014 shows that local governments 
provided only 45% of all public school funding, with State governments providing 46.2% 
and the federal government 8.8%.400 Support and control has been shifting away from 
local communities toward the State level. As this shift has brought about tension between 
local, state, and national goals, educational issues have taken prominence on the national 
stage. In fact, education was brought into focus to such a great degree in the 1990s that it 
played an important role in both the George W. Bush and Barack Obama administrations. 
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In the Wake of the ESEA 
Since the 2000s, literacy and educational policy has become a markedly more 
regular component of national political discourse.401 This has been the case regardless of 
which political party has been in power, with educational issues less influenced by 
partisan polarization than other national discourses.402 The elevation of education into a 
consistent and visible political issue in the current era began especially with the George 
W. Bush administration’s initiative No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).  
  Framed as the planned reauthorization of the Johnson-era Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, NCLB passed in Congress with overwhelming bipartisan support.403 
Following from some of the same concerns voiced in A Nation at Risk, NCLB was 
presented as a response to fears that US schools were no longer competitive compared to 
other nations. To combat this trend, NCLB markedly increased the authority of federal 
and state level officials to assess student performance in local communities.404 Largely 
this oversight was to be accomplished by means of increased testing and data-based 
assessment of both students, teachers, administrators, and schools. For example, states 
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were expected to develop plans that would spread “highly qualified” teachers equally 
across school districts, ensuring that regardless of a community’s wealth or poverty, they 
would have access to equivalent teacher expertise. Predictably, local communities that 
felt they would be losing excellent teachers to lower-quality schools, balked at this and 
teachers themselves resisted attempts to dictate where they should teach. By 2000, 
schools in some low-income areas had so many people exiting the teaching profession 
that “leaving teachers exceeded entrants by 23%.405 In a painful irony, this period in US 
schooling can be characterized as a period of professional decline at the very time when 
increased professional performance was being demanded.406 Teachers’ unions, 
consequently, were often fierce critics of NCLB. 
  Teachers unionized under The Nation Education Association (NEA) argued that 
while NCLB did offer substantive critiques, it did not provide any means by which to 
address the shortfalls. Teachers reported “they were working harder than ever before but 
often without seeing very much improvement, if any, in their students’ scores.”407 They 
also noted that they felt they were “under extreme pressure to show results,” but “did not 
feel they were getting the kind of staff development they needed to do so.”408 One area of 
particular concern for the NEA was in regards to the increasing emphasis on metrics and 
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student data. While teachers were not opposed to having more data, they felt like they 
neither (1) had the expertise needed to analyze the new data and design new teaching 
strategies, nor (2) had the time to acquire and employ that expertise.409 At the federal 
level, teacher, union, and school criticism of NCLB was quite unwelcome, perhaps 
peaking with an incendiary comment from Rod Paige, the Secretary of Education under 
George W. Bush. Speaking about responses to NCLB, Paige referred to the NEA as a 
“terrorist organization,”410 adding later that their use of "obstructionist scare tactics” 
interfered with the policy’s successful roll out, a problem that he identified as being 
particularly damaging to some of the most marginalized students.411 
 The “No Child” part of NCLB was a reference to the law’s emphasis on making 
sure that all students could succeed and be held to high standards, including “English-
language learners, students in special education, and poor and minority children, whose 
achievement, on average, trails their peers.”412 As before in Johnson’s ESEA, states were 
not compelled to follow the new NCLB guidelines and performance requirements but, if 
they did not, they lost access to federal funds. Schools also faced increasingly significant 
penalties if they wanted to maintain federal funding but were not making “adequate 
yearly progress” or AYP. While NCLB asked schools to bring every student up to the 
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“proficient level” on state tests by 2014, each state determined what exactly “proficient” 
meant and how to assess it. If schools could not demonstrate AYP, but wanted to 
continue to access federal funds, the consequences were severe, including the possibility 
that districts might have to allow students to transfer to a better-performing public 
schools in the same district; offer and fund free tutoring; and/or accept state-level 
takeover and administration of local community schools.  
  While the bill saw broad support, once it was enacted as law, it came under 
significant criticism. For example, Mike McMahon, a board member for California’s 
Alameda Unified School District, argued that 
[No Child Left Behind] sets unrealistic restrictions and mandates on schools and 
districts, while at the same time encouraging ‘failing’ schools be turned over to 
private entities that are less accountable and virtually unregulated. It offers 
‘choice’ to low income parents to move their children out of poorly performing or 
‘persistently dangerous’ schools — without insuring [sic] that there will be better 
quality, safer schools for them to attend. It funnels federal dollars to private 
supplemental service providers and to advocacy organizations that promote 
vouchers. And at every step, the law emphasizes measurement, assessment, and 
curricula that feed business — and federal dollars — to the private sector.413 
 
While the bulk of my analysis and interpretation of this data happens in Chapter 4 and 5, 
I will note here that the issues are complicated and do not easily sort into neat categories 
of right and wrong. Though McMahon is correct that private organizations have 
increasingly been part of public educational systems, this is not an inherently negative 
thing. I myself worked in a public middle school in which a non-government agency was 
paid to train staff and support curriculum development. While I understand — and 
                                                          
 





generally support — critiques of private companies’ profiting from failing schools, I also 
recognize that some of the interventions are useful to students. The complex reality of the 
school systems is such that, even when a bill like NCLB has bipartisan support and 
makes it into a broadly lauded law, it can rapidly become unpopular as ineffective and 
misguided. 
In 2007, George Miller, a Democratic Representative from California and the 
chair of the House’s Education Committee, attempted an overhaul on NCLB, intended to 
address some of the criticisms raised since the law was put into action. The reformulated 
NCLB failed to garner support and teachers’ unions continued to press the federal 
government for change, saying that the attempt was insufficient to address their 
complaints. In response to calls for change, President Obama endorsed a plan for a 
revised NCLB in 2010. In parallel to this planned revision, Obama authorized the “Race 
to the Top” initiative, which further “incentivized states and school districts to adopt 
reforms they had long resisted, such as linking teacher evaluations to student test 
scores.”414 In supporting the new plan, Obama’s Education Secretary Arne Duncan noted:  
We want accountability reforms that factor in student growth, progress in closing 
achievement gaps, proficiency towards college and career-ready standards, high 
school graduation and college enrollment rates… We know that’s a lot to track, 
but if we want to be smarter about accountability, more fair to students and 
teachers and more effective in the classroom, we need to look at all of these 
factors.415  
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In general, the plan gave states level officials more authority to determine how to 
intervene at the community level, but continued to maintain high school standards, 
adding that individual teacher assessments would need to be influenced by student 
outcomes on exams. This plan also failed to gain supporters. 
 By 2015, the Obama administration essentially accepted defeat on revamping 
NCLB and opted instead to replace it with the “Every Student Succeeds Act” (ESSA). In 
a press conference discussing the new law, Obama praised NCLB for having the right 
goals, but failed to adequately support schools in reaching them. Among other things, he 
criticized universalizing approaches that presumed there was a “one-size-fits-all” model 
that would work for all schools. With ESSA, many of the standards stayed, but decision-
making authority was shifted back to state-level officials. 
 Demonstrating once again the complex nature of education in American politics, 
while Obama himself claimed that ESSA would be “a big step in the right direction,”416 
the reality was somewhat different. Though national political rhetoric suggested that “the 
nation’s schools [were] about to experience a major makeover” and a “much-anticipated 
divergence from the status quo,” the fact is that 42 states and Washington D.C. had for 
years already been operating under NCLB waivers that allowed them to disregard the 
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“most troublesome and restrictive requirements.”417 Through the waiver system, most of 
the states had already been functionally operating under less stringent standards. While 
the ESSA encouraged “states to limit the time students spend on testing” and “diminished 
the high stakes for underperforming schools,” in actual classrooms, the “major 
makeover” of ESSA had already largely been in effect for years.  
  Education scholar Sarah Knopp notes how educational politics on the left and the right 
often are remarkable similar: 
Both the conservative myth about schools as “leveling the playing field,” and the 
liberal dreams of schools as emancipatory sites where everyone is prepared to be 
a fully developed citizen in a multicultural society, contradict the experiences of 
the vast majority of us when we go to school. Instead, particularly for students of 
color and working-class and poor students, schools are a nasty sorting ground. 
Obedience, rote learning, and most of all boredom rule.418 
 
This tension between national political rhetoric and what actually happens in schools is 
explored further in the next chapter’s analysis.  
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CULTURAL AND SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES 
The cultural construction of schooling need not be a block to reform. It 
can be an engine of change if public discourse about education becomes 
searching inquiry resulting in commitment to a new sense of the common 
good.419 
—David Tyack and William Tobin 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to continue to provide data on the patterns of action 
that comprise the practice of schooling in the US, doing so using cultural and sociological 
perspectives. This chapter first explores in a more focused way how religious belief, 
morality, and spirituality have framed the formation of the US public schooling system. 
After considering education with religion in view, I follow with more general cultural and 
sociological perspectives, framing some of the common ways sociologists of education 
consider schooling. The chapter concludes with a thematic analysis of the data in the 
content-rich Chapters 3 and 4, which provides an analytic framework for the integrative 
work of later chapters. The thematized material also informed the creation of the human-
subject research, which is introduced in the last section and explored in Chapter 5.  
Education with Religion in View  
I begin the exploration of the historical education-religion relationship by 
detailing the influence of Mann as mentioned in Chapter 3. This analysis provides more 
                                                          
 
419 David Tyack and William Tobin, “The ‘Grammar’ of Schooling: Why Has It Been So Hard to Change?” 




insight into the ways Mann and the Common Schools influenced all of US schooling, but 
also shows how explicitly that influence is tied with religion. I also lay the groundwork 
for the following section, which explores the notion of “civil religion” and the ways 
schools can be seen as institutions that support it. Both the first and second portion of this 
section largely maintain the perspective that schools ought not be places where an 
emphasis is placed on the interior formation of youth, but that they be places for training 
and instruction in skills. The third portion provides a divergent perspective, briefly 
detailing the work of Maria Harris and David Purpel, both scholars who take a position 
that schooling ought to be a place of transcendent exploration and the transformation of 
human being. 
On the Influence of Horace Mann 
As was established in the previous chapter, Horace Mann is a central figure on the 
history of US education. Understanding the nature of his influence greatly increases one’s 
sense of the contemporary situation of schooling. Education historian Charles Glenn is 
one of the leading experts on Mann and the dynamics of American educational history, 
especially as they pertain to religion. As such, Glenn’s book, The American Model, is an 
apt guide to understanding the current structure of public education.420 That text traces 
educational initiatives from the colonial period to the present, with particular attention 
paid to the ways religion has played a pivotal role in the development of the nation's 
                                                          
 





worldview and in the organizational system of its public education — even if 
contemporary popular discourse does not often acknowledge this. 
Glenn traces the origins of the educational system from the community schools of 
the colonial settlers. While attempts were made at the state level to address education, the 
legislation that emerged was “hortatory rather than regulatory,” as in the case with 
Massachusetts and a 1789 law requiring that  
teachers take diligent care, and to impress upon the minds of children and youth, 
committed to their care and instruction, the principles of piety, justice, and a 
sacred regard for truth, love to their country, humanity, and universal 
benevolence, sobriety, industry and frugality, chastity, moderation, and 
temperance, and those other virtues which are the ornament of human society.421 
  
Note that, while this law is quite a significant charge, it does not come with any explicit 
administrative demands or measures of financial compliance.  
The Massachusetts law is indicative of another major theme as well. While there 
are contemporary appeals for the separation of church and state, especially in public 
schools, early American models argued not over secularity and religiosity, but over broad 
ecumenism and sectarianism. Addressing the educational laws of the American colonies, 
historian and pastor James Fraser writes: 
[F]or the New England Puritans, education was essential to faith. Rejecting, as 
they did, any intermediary of church, bishop, or priest, each believer needed to 
make his or her own peace with God, and he or she needed intelligence and 
therefore education to do so. Thus it should not be surprising that the famous 
1647 law requiring a school for every town in Massachusetts began: “It being one 
chief project of that old deluder, Satan, to keep men from the knowledge of the 
Scriptures...” Being practical, the authors of the law also moved quickly to 
counter Satan. The next sentence read, “It is therefore ordered, that every 
                                                          
 




township… shall then forthwith appoint one within their town to teach all such 
children as shall resort to him to write and read.”422 
 
Thus, we see that some of the earliest institutionalization of State education in this 
country was undergirded by religious convictions, a persistent trend. Even the separation 
of Church and State in the disestablishment clause of the First Amendment of 1786 did 
not come about — as it is sometimes portrayed contemporarily — as a “victory of 
rationalism” over religion, but as the result of competing religious visions. 
Since it was clear from the beginning that no one [denomination] could get a 
majority vote for its own faith as the established church of the new and already 
diverse nation, all factions reluctantly agreed that religious toleration was 
preferable to the establishment of someone else’s church. Everyone wanted 
religious freedom for themselves, and the only way they saw to get it was to grant 
it, however grudgingly, to others. Thus religious freedom came to the new United 
States not by ideology or design but by compromise and accident.423 
 
The result of this institutionalized game of king of the hill is what Fraser calls 
"lowest-common-denominator" Protestantism,424 and while it did establish a legal 
precedent for protecting people of faith from being forced into another vision of the 
world, it certainly did not remove all tension. Thus, by the time that Horace Mann had 
settled into his position as the secretary of the Massachusetts Board of Education, he 
knew that part of the work of the “Common Schools” was to address this tension.425  
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 What Glenn recounts is that much of the tension endemic to public education was 
present, even when religious institutions were regularly entrusted with the function of 
educating youth. Indeed, the principal challenges during the 1800s came not from a First 
Amendment-fueled cry against religion being present in schools, but because of 
Protestant fears of a rapidly approaching “Catholic menace.”426 One particularly 
insightful vignette involves the Free School Society, which originally formed as a 
“Charity School” organization in New York City during 1805 to serve the children of 
those who could not afford to school their children.427  
In an act intended to better serve those children, the Free School Society 
organization grew until — by 1814 — more than 600 students were engaged. Because the 
Society was nondenominational — though certainly still Christian — it could receive 
public funds to support its work. However, when church-sponsored schools began to 
emerge, the Society began urging that the new schools “be allowed to enroll only 
children from their own congregations,” soon escalating its position to argue that “no 
public funds should go to any school associated with a particular denomination.”428 These 
tensions — largely anti-Catholic — came to a crescendo by 1875's “Blaine Amendment” 
which, as discussed in Chapter 3, was squarely directed against Catholic schooling under 
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the policy intended to stop all public funding of “sectarian” schools.429 Fueled by inter-
Christian strife, the trend toward localism and community authority emerged into national 
reforms well into the 1800s. 
 As a focus point for education reform from the mid-19th century onward, scholars 
have had various views on Mann. For much of that time, Mann and the Common Schools 
were associated with a kind of democratic consensus, an agreement that schools would be 
the vehicles of some common national pride and sense of solidarity. By the mid-20th 
century however, scholars began to question the legitimacy of this view.430 Compelled by 
Marxists critiques, the late 1900s saw many claims that Mann's program was actually in 
service of darker and more manipulative industrial capitalist machinations.431 Glenn 
though, takes another — and incredibly well-documented — approach. 
 Glenn's claim is that Mann's tactic to address the tensions was to frame the 
relationship between religion and education such that “religion consists of an essentially 
educative process — the development of moral and religious sentiments — and education 
itself is essentially religious.”432 This maneuver was done so that Mann could frame the 
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schools as places where no particularly contentious religious content would be taught but 
only “those doctrines upon which all could agree.”433 This is again that “lowest common 
denominator Protestantism” that Fraser also notes. Glenn contends that, precisely by 
removing contentious content and reducing the program to a vaguely Protestant one 
without concern for particular doctrines, Mann produced a particular religious 
environment. Perhaps the environment was not explicitly proffered, but it was tacitly 
produced nonetheless. 
 Glenn writes that Mann's core “religious philosophy was his firm belief in the 
infinite perfectibility of mankind through the process of education,”434 a position clearly 
skewed against those “who believed that the sinfulness of human nature required 
conversion and redemption by God's intervention as a necessary prelude to the educative 
process of sanctification."435 This is similar to the tension between the theology of 
education put forth by Peter Hodgson in Chapter 1436 and his critic Stephen Webb, who 
argued that “students are mired in sin” and Christian salvation needed before education 
can truly be liberative and transformative. 437 The lack of a strong view is itself a view: 
there is no neutral position.  
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In Fraser's language, “nineteenth-century American Protestants could happily and 
safely assign the larger enterprise of building and transmitting an American culture to the 
common schools, confident that the students were being enculturated in a religious world 
that was comfortably familiar.”438 The culture of the school itself as “a school that does 
not have anything about which anyone can complain too loudly” is a culture, and while it 
was explicitly designed to work for most, “most” is definitionally not everyone. All that 
follows Mann's influence must contend with these same tensions and Mann's response to 
them. One of the interesting consequences of this is emerges as late as the 1960s. 
Even after constitutional law cases made it to the Supreme Court and prayer, 
confessional religious content, and Bible reading were removed from the school 
curriculum, schools retained their vague mission of encouragement for “the infinite 
perfectibility of mankind through the process of education.” While Christian religious 
content was eventually replaced with patriotic themes, the end result of the education 
process was still supposed to be moral, upstanding, and noble citizens. The difference is 
that, on top of the vague Protestantism, there were also the increasingly codified rites and 
rituals of Americanization, things like the pledge of allegiance, the valorization of 
American presidents, and re-narrations of events like the First Thanksgiving. 
Collectively, these rites and rituals were what Robert Bellah called “Civil Religion,” a 
topic taken up substantially by educational sociologists Carl Bankston and Stephen 
Caldas. 
                                                          
 




Schools as Centers of “Civic Faith” 
In the section above, US education was considered in view a vague sense of 
Protestantism associated with Horace Mann. This section considers education with 
another type of religious influence in view, drawing on the work of Carl Bankston and 
Stephen Caldas to interpret many of the same historical events addressed in Chapter 3.  
Glenn, for example, reads Mann as claiming that “religion consists of an essentially 
educative process… education itself is essentially religious.”  This is resonant with the 
argument of Bankston and Caldas; however, they understand the “religious” nature of 
American education in a way quite different from Mann. The central claim of their book 
is that American civil religion is a reality, and it is significantly maintained by means of 
public schooling.  
According to Bankston and Caldas, building upon the work of Robert Bellah, 
American civil religion is the result of “sacralizing dominant values”439 and affirming 
them as patriotic and what it means to be an American. It is the means by which a people 
"interprets its historical experience in light of transcendent reality."440 Bellah himself felt 
that education was a central part of the durability of civil religion, claiming that "the 
public-school system serves as a particularly important context for the cultic celebration 
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of civil rituals."441 Schooling is not always explicit or thorough in its explanation of the 
“American values” that are being transmitted; however, college students report that “the 
transcendent meanings of civil religion came through.”442 Though Bellah is a central 
thinker for Bankston and Caldas, they acknowledge that later scholars have reframed 
“civil religion” slightly.443  
Ultimately, Bankston and Caldas proceed with a definition that identifies it as 
“the set of beliefs, rites, and symbols that sacralize the values of the society and place the 
nation in the context of an ultimate system of meaning ... Socially, civil religion serves to 
define the national purposes in transcendent terms and acts as an expression of national 
cohesion."444 Civil religion does not claim that “national purposes” are metaphysically 
transcendent, but those purposes are socially elevated. The purposes or values are 
presumed to be reified, potentially deified, and nearly unquestionable. 
Many of the purposes of the American nation were expressed in transcendent 
terms long before its political founding, and these emerged from the Christian 
tradition, from which the civil religious tradition only gradually and incompletely 
separated. John Winthrop's famous 1630 exhortation to his fellow colonists to 
found a "City on a Hill" set the tone of Americans building their own Promised 
Land and becoming a new Israel. This idea that America was not only the New 
                                                          
 
441 Robert N. Bellah, “Civil Religion in America,” Daedalus 96, no. 4 (1967): 14. 
442 Adam Gamoran, “Civil Religion in American Schools,” Sociological Analysis 51, no. 3 (1990): 254. 
443 For example, theologian Max Stackhouse understood civil religion as “the recognition that religious 
influence often becomes institutionalized in general sets of cultural convictions of the people, reinforcing 
patriotic values.” See Max Stackhouse, “Civil Religion, Political Theology, and Public Theology: What’s 
the Difference?” Political Theology 5, no. 3 (2004): 283. 




World, but the New Jerusalem, became the first and perhaps the most deeply held 
of national assumptions to be passed on and reworked over the centuries.445  
 
What Bankston and Caldas have accomplished is an articulation of the nature of this 
“reworking over the centuries.” 
 Their book proceeds chronologically, noting developments and shifts in the 
creedal character of the faith through the history of the United States. Their demarcation 
of the time periods is rooted in a claim that two major shifts occurred in the content and 
hoped-for function of “the religion of education,” resulting in three distinct periods of 
time. First is the “Founding Period,” which spans the Revolutionary War and 
Independence. During this time the focus of civil religion is on liberty and freedom as 
American values. The New World is New Israel and the Founding Fathers are venerated. 
They note, however, that Jefferson's vision of agrarian localism and Democratic-
Republicanism are in tension with Federalism and the desire for centralization.446  
The Second Period turns around the Civil War when the drive of civil religion 
turns to unification and industrialization. This is when the Common Schools are in full 
bloom after Mann's death in 1859. It is also the period during which the Pledge of 
Allegiance is developed and Abraham Lincoln undergoes “civil canonization” and is 
added to what Bankston and Caldas refer to as “civil sainthood.”447 What happens is that 
the emphasis shifts to unification of “the United States” in the singular, acknowledging 
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(1) the need to bring the South into compliance after the war and (2) the need to 
“Americanize” waves of immigrants through the educational process. Educational 
reforms in this period were enacted because of what was likely a sincere concern for the 
moral and intellectual development of youth, and also because of a concern that, if 
schooling was left entirely up to local governments, then the parental influence of newly 
arrived immigrants might unduly influence their children and encourage religious and 
cultural silos which could endanger the American sense of solidarity and unification. 
During this period, educational progressivism also develops the twin fronts of 
“traditional” and “Progressive” ideologies. Once again, tensions emerge, this time 
between traditional advocates emphasizing solidarity and commitment to the current 
American vision and with progressive encouragement to consider education as producing 
an ideal future that has not yet arrived.448  
The Third Period follows World War II.449 In it, the American collective focus 
turns to opportunity and equality, with MLK Jr. added to sainthood and the tension 
moving to the incommensurability between the “opportunity for all” trope and the 
ideology of “may the best man win.” This is also the period during which fear of 
“Godless Communists” pushed civil religion into “political religion” with more overt 
overtones of sectarian and cult-like religion. For example, “Under God” was added to the 
Pledge of Allegiance during this time, as opposition to the USSR was met with increased 
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religious fervor.450 In a similar move, Bankston and Caldas note the parallel of the 
revitalized patriotic ceremonialism after attacks on the twin towers in September of 2001. 
Roughly a quarter of the 36 states that legally mandate the Pledge as part of schooling 
instituted the requirement after that act.451  
 What Bankston and Caldas offer to this project is an argument for three sets of 
purposes that US schooling has had, and the concomitant tensions held within them. 
Their emphases and tensions are summarized below. 
Table 4.04: Bankston and Caldas' Tensions in Educational History 








localism and Democratic-Republicanism vs. 
Federalism and the desire for centralization 
Second Period 




traditional advocates emphasizing solidarity 
and commitment to the current American 
vision vs. progressive encouragement to 
consider education as producing an ideal 






the “opportunity for all” trope vs. the 
ideology of “may the best man win”  
 
Their argument suggests that, though the shifts through American history have changed 
the trajectory and emphasis of American civil religion, public education has nonetheless 
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— even when under tension from opposing sub-ideologies — remained the vehicle by 
which the vision for the future is nurtured. The authors conclude that Americans have 
asked too much of public education, noting that schools exist within the broader culture 
of the US and not vice versa.  
While Bankston and Caldas make no suggestions about the appropriate vehicle 
for hope, they do suggest that the public education system should primarily be for 
training and instruction in skills not the interior formation of youth to conform to hopes 
for a new social order or the retrieval of an imagined one from the past. They end their 
book with the following conclusion.452  
Ultimately, we argue that the key place of education in our civil religion has led 
Americans to overestimate what education can or should do... Schools can make 
available to students the skills of literacy and numeracy. They can provide access 
to practical skills, from the most basic to the most advanced, and to the rich 
cultural heritage of humanity. They can offer training in techniques of reasoning 
and analysis. While good teachers may make the offerings of schools appealing to 
many students, even the youngest pupils are people with their own wills, talents, 
and interests, who cannot and should not be made to learn or shaped to any plan 
for new people in a new utopia. Finally, we, as a nation, may want to be more 
skeptical about accepting claims that the hallways of American schools can or 
should lead to anyone's vision of the Promised Land.453  
 
I refer to positions like this alternatively as either a “Training Schema,” or a view 
that is low on the “Transformation Schema” scale.454 The training position is largely 
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resonant with Glenn, who suggests the approach to take is one of acknowledged 
differences rather than pretended uniformity among the categories of good, moral, or 
“American.” Bankston and Caldas argue for a position wherein societal perspectives on 
schooling step back from having so much transcendent value placed on it, positing that 
the place for the cultivation of interior values ought to rest more with local communities 
than with schools. his begs a question. Even if schooling ought to be less burdened by the 
vastness of society’s hopes for the future and the plans to build it upon the shoulders of 
our youth, the facts seem to suggest that schools have already been built on this very 
notion. A recent book, Ekklesia, discusses this exact issue.455 Most relevant to the topic at 
hand is the authors’ etymological re-reading of ekklesia and the clunky-but-useful 
neologism, “churchstateness.”  
In their introduction, Johnson, Klassen, and Sullivan remind readers that the term 
“ekklesia” emerged from the Greek word for Athenian citizen assemblies for democratic 
rule and was later appropriated by Christians as the name for the gatherings known in 
English as churches.456 In each use of the word, they note, “ekklesia implied exclusion, 
having profound effects on those not understood to be similarly collected: slaves, women, 
pagans, Jews.”457 The shared function of demarcation for both of these concepts is more 
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than a linguistic curiosity: both are “convened under a transcendent sovereignty.”458 The 
authors' argument is that, while people in the US make many references to Jefferson’s 
“wall of separation between Church and State,”459 this understanding, for much of the 
history of Western civilization, has not been seen as a viable way to sever one from the 
other in such a clean manner. Indeed, while the topic is not taken up in their book, their 
point seems well supported in the evidence that the very letter in which Jefferson first 
wrote about that inviolable wall was itself a use of religion for political gain.460  
Imagining that the two spheres of Church and State are discretely separable only 
serves to obscure the ways they often function in tandem. In terms of Bell’s practice 
theory discussed in Chapter 2, the lauding and celebration of Jefferson’s Wall as an 
American tradition is a kind of misrecognition: a process by which the consequence(s) of 
a practice can be obscured or rendered invisible due to the strength or familiarity of other 
frames of reference that do not allow for other consequences of the practice to be seen. 
So, what is the nature of the American context that is obscured by claims to support a 
separation of Church and State? The authors suggest “churchstateness.” 
Defining the term as “the interpenetrating and mutually constitutive forces of 
religion, law, and politics,”461 they also identify it as “the blending of legal, Christian, 
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and ritual practice.”462 The establishment of the United States occurred in the wake of the 
decree of the “doctrine of discovery” which established a legal and spiritual justification 
for the colonization of all lands not ruled by Christians,463 and the violent exclusion of 
“others” from the gathering space that became the new nation is what allowed that nation 
to be born. 
Enabled in distinctive ways by the brutishness of the Atlantic passage and 
challenged by indigenous laws and visions of authority, the claims of church and 
state in the Americas, as elsewhere, rest on foundational violence.464  
 
Schools were built to form Americans and the American project is one that involves more 
than a passing relationship with churchstateness. Consequently, without some reckoning 
of the history between schooling and religion in the present, there is little hope of 
extracting the possible hopes of US education from the “foundational violence” that 
birthed the nation. Contributing to such an extraction is one of the ultimate goals of this 
project. 
What is called for is not an argument in which schools distance themselves from 
the American purpose, but one that doubles down on this history, explicitly naming the 
hopes to which schools have been yoked. While it may be impossible for the “hallways of 
American schools” to “lead to anyone's vision of the Promised Land,” 465 without 
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grappling with the realities of what violence has been done for the sake of the creation 
and maintenance of the US is needed, lest there be a tacit acceptance of that history. 
Education theorists who argue for schools to provide education that explores issues of 
justice, equity, and change are advocates for what I refer to as a “Transformation 
Schema.” Exemplary of this framing is the educational curriculum and assessment work 
of David Purpel as well as that of religious education scholar Maria Harris.466 
Schools are Crucibles of Change 
Further description of the Transformation Schema will show the ways it differs 
significantly from the positions described above. I have noted that both Harris and Purpel 
frame schooling as a place of transcendent exploration and the transformation of human 
being. I believe that this statement is accurate; however, I want to clarify that, while both 
have a high view of schooling as it relates to its goals, neither advocates for any aspects 
of confessional religion as part of public schooling. Instead, they both champion a way of 
thinking about schools and teaching that suggests that what is — and ought to be — at 
stake in education is far more than whether or not information and skills are learned.  
Recall my exploration of Harris in Chapter 1, where she lamented the fact that 
teachers are often considered “mere technicians” and ought instead to strive for “deeper 
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things” that help students engage with imagination to “re-create the world.”467 I reinsert 
Harris into this conversation as she provides a clear model for the kind of thinking that 
stands in opposition to the model exemplified above with Bankston and Caldas. Where 
Training Schema positions posit that schools are for “literacy and numeracy,” “practical 
skills,” and “techniques of reasoning and analysis,”468 Harris is hesitant to accept these 
goals as sufficient. While, to my knowledge Harris never engaged Bankston or Caldas, I 
am confident that theirs is precisely the “mere technician” approach from which she 
recoiled. Where a Training Schema position might argue that students “cannot and should 
not be made to learn or shaped to any plan for new people in a new utopia,” Harris and 
others high on the continuum of the transformation schema scale describe education in a 
nearly opposite way: schools are places intended to change students so that they might 
change the world. 
I bring Harris back into the conversation as her work was addressed in Chapter 1, 
and she offers an apt example of the kind of thinking that stands in tension with the 
discussion of the section above. However, if left at Harris alone, this would provide a 
highly skewed perspective. Glenn, Bankston, and Caldas are all educational historians 
and sociologists whose academic social location was within education departments, 
whereas Harris was a theologian and religious education scholar whose work was largely 
contextualized within Roman Catholic schools. Consequently, I introduce the work of 
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David Purpel, an educational scholar whose area of focus was in curriculum and 
assessment. His position maps nearly exactly onto Harris’s, though the whole of his 
career was concerned with public school teacher trainer programs. 
Purpel’s first lengthy service was at The University of North Carolina at 
Greensboro, where he served as chair of the Department of Educational Leadership and 
Cultural Foundations and later co-founded a nationally recognized doctoral program in 
Education and Cultural Studies. Later in his career, he relocated to Harvard where he 
directed the Master of Arts in Teaching program,469 a degree designed specifically for 
pre-service teachers preparing to enter the field. While academically operating outside of 
an explicitly faith-based context, Purpel’s Judaism inspired much of his scholarship and 
constructive work, which profoundly resonate with Harris’s. Consider, for example, this 
passage from Moral Outrage in Education. 
To put matters bluntly, the vocation of educators is not about improving 
instruction, or about developing an integrated curriculum, or even providing for a 
smooth and orderly school organization, but rather it is to participate in the 
struggle for a just and loving community. Educators are moral leaders who work 
in educational institutions, not pedagogues who occasionally have to deal with 
ethical problems. The major question that we need ask educators is not "What is 
your philosophy of education?" but "What is your philosophy of life and what are 
its ramifications for education?"470  
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Once again, we see the motif of teachers as “called,” a theme that is present in Harris as 
well as many other teachers.471 However, where Purpel goes as he ends this passage is a 
new development: 
What our culture and society desperately need are genuine alternatives, not 
merely more acceptable and palatable variations of the same themes of education 
for privilege, domination, and competition. Religious and spiritual traditions 
certainly provide us with alternative social visions, and we look to educators who 
affirm these visions to develop policies and practices that are congruent with these 
alternative visions.472 
 
Purpel’s position is that teachers who affirm “alternative social visions” ought to try 
actively to shape educational culture and law to be more “congruent.”  
I read this as very similar to Harris’s idea that teachers are to use “the grace of 
power in order to help re-create a world of communion, of justice, and of peace.”473 
However, as someone whose academic orientation is primarily as an educational scholar 
working with teachers-to-be, Purpel’s referent is directly to educational policy and the 
need for teachers in classrooms — his students — to live into a new way of teaching and 
leading. This is a regularly occurring motif for Purpel, especially in book Reflections on 
the Moral and Spiritual Crisis in Education, which his wrote with his former student 
William McLaurin. 
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A central theme running throughout his scholarship is the assertion that teachers 
must not only have the courage to examine aspects of culture that are damaging to 
students and society, but also be brave enough “to consider how we as individuals reflect 
the values and norms of that culture. As educators we often are the system, even as we 
are both its cause and effect….”474 Recalling the discussion of Bourdieu and Bell in 
Chapter 2, I want to point out that this idea — that in regard to culture, teachers are “both 
its cause and effect” — is precisely the kind of insight I believe makes habitus as 
“socialized subjectivity”475 an important and apt theoretical frame for this work. 
Similarly, Bell’s notion of practice is resonant here as well. 
In the discussion of Bell, I described her “redemptive hegemony” as the means by 
which “an individual can exert some resistant force contrary to that suggested by habitus: 
a kind of subversive counter-habitus that repurposes the structuring effects of society by 
emphasizing particular ways society functions.” I showed that, while Bell’s frame does 
not allow for an individual to exercise any wholly radical or autonomous freedom, it does 
provide the means by which one might begin to notice structures of domination and resist 
“misrecognition.” By accepting that “reality” as such is a tacit communal process of 
engaging with the “social imaginary” rather than a static and external given, individuals 
may be able to re-order power by means of re-emphasizing the forms of community that 
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support the types of action that resist oppression. I see just this type of reasoning in 
Purpel: 
This is by no means to say that education is the "solution" to these problems or 
that educators are the only or even the most important people in the process of 
dealing with our social and cultural crises. I am saying that there is very definitely 
an educational aspect to them and I am reiterating my faith that serious 
educational inquiry can in fact provide the necessary, if not sufficient, resources 
to participate in the re-creation our world.476  
 
Purpel frames his position in such a way that “serious educational inquiry” allows 
for the development of needed “resources to participate in the re-creation our world,” 
suggesting that schooling which does not provide resources for world change is not as 
“serious.” Serious educators, says Purpel, are those who care for “dimensions of 
education most commonly neglected or abused by mainstream educators,” such as 
“concern for intuition, personal knowledge, spiritual reflection, and untapped human 
potential.”477 While some countries have formally recognized via policy the “need to 
include spiritual development as an educational goal,”478 the US is not one of them and 
Purpel laments that fact. He suggests that the US has produced a false “reification of 
education” in which schools are seen to be separate from society.  
With this misrecognition in place, “a discourse is possible in which public leaders 
can shift responsibility for social ills to the ‘schools,’ the separate entity that has 
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somehow escaped the surveillance and influence of this other entity called the 
‘community.’”479 The result is a narrow and technical approach to education that is 
ultimately trivial and ineffective for social change or growth in student success. If greater 
attention was given to a more holistic sense of the person and the ways schools are firmly 
knit into the fabric of society, he thinks new ways forward could be found in a number of 
areas of tension that regularly occur in schools. Four are described below.  
First, he sees in schools a strain between individualism and community. School 
culture heavily emphasizes personal success and achievement over communal growth. 
This is true both in terms of external community concerns and in terms of the school 
community as a whole. The focus on standardized testing and the ways group work is 
looked down upon are each emblematic of this conflict. What he categorizes as an over-
emphasis on individuality is “highly inappropriate preparation for an interdependent 
world in which the sense of justice, community, and compassion should be the overriding 
consideration.”480 A more just schooling culture would include a greater emphasis on the 
community.  
Second, he identifies an incompatibility between messages tied to worth and 
achievement. He notes that, in general, school policies attempt to recognize the dignity of 
each person, discouraging student behavior that engenders inequality. However, 
simultaneously, school culture often equates that dignity and worth with achievement. 
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“The schools mirror the culture by giving its powerfully symbolic rewards to those who 
achieve more than others.”481 Whether for academic or athletic prowess, positive 
attention is more lavishly bestowed on those who are high-achieving. Conversely, Purpel 
would rather that schools validate students “for who they are rather than for what they do 
or have.”482 The inherent worth of human being ought to be valued over human doing.  
Third, he notes the tension between an emphasis on the rhetoric of equality and 
the school culture of competition. The tension of individualism and community is 
connected to this conflict. While the rhetoric of fairness is often used in schools, when 
contrasted with the emphasis on competition and personal achievement, any voiced 
commitments to equity or equality seem to be undermined. Purpel believes that some 
policies support individuals “acting on the basis of personal freedom rather than on the 
basis of social equity.”483 He takes issue with framing societal pressures as a zero-sum 
game in which individuals must choose between personal survival and justice for all, 
arguing that this perspective finds its way into school culture as well.484  
Fourth, Purpel notes the conflict between control and democracy. Though school 
curricula and assessment demonstrate a high-esteem for critical thinking skills, school 
systems stress their own authority and power both relationally and legally.485 This is the 
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case in terms of school-level administrators, and increasingly in terms of federal-level 
officials engaging with states. Criticism is not rewarded, but compliance with standards is 
often compensated. Purpel sees a shift from (1) schools focused on an integration of 
democracy and education to (2) a constant refrain of accountability, metrics, and 
efficiency. Consequently, schools are more concerned with increasing externally imposed 
standards than with instilling the values that Purpel believes lead toward responsible 
citizenship.486 
Purpel argues that these areas of conflict function as a cultural bottleneck, limiting 
people’s ability to move toward educational equity in schools and social justice in the 
country as a whole. 487 He suggests that, insofar as there are “cultural and educational 
crises” in US schools, they have manifested as a consequence of “moral ambiguities and 
confusions.” What he wants is a clear articulation and reaffirmation of schooling as an 
inherently moral and socially transformative enterprise. Lacking this clarity, education 
has ambiguities that “emerge from our inability to deal with the even broader and deeper 
religious or metaphysical bases of moral, political, and social policies.”488 Purpel frames 
this inability as a consequence of a  
failure to develop an overarching mythos of meaning, purpose, and ultimacy that 
can guide us in the creation of a vision of the good, true, and beautiful life and in 
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the work that this vision creates for us… [A]s educators we must actively 
participate in the process of creating that vision as part of our responsibility—a 
responsibility which coincides with our vital need for such a vision to provide 
directions for our professional activities.489 
  
Purpel understands that different communities and people understand spirituality, 
the goals of human potential, and an “overarching mythos” differently. While he does 
argue that more teachers need to be engaging these issues, he is firm in his position that 
no teachers should be forcing their views upon others. He writes that, while educators 
must give great attention to spirituality and morality, they must do so within the legal and 
ethical mandates that the US has set forth. He is explicit on this point, writing that “we 
are educators not indoctrinators; we persuade, we do not force; we are primarily social 
and moral leaders, not partisan politicians; we examine political, religious, and moral 
issues, we do not promulgate political, religious, and moral dogma.” 490 This tempering 
call for an ethical approach is important as Purpel issues an explicitly normative claim for 
how schools should be.  
Educational communities ought to meditate on the question of what it means to be 
sacred and how an education might facilitate the quest for what is holy. This book 
can be seen as an attempt to sacralize the educational process, to imbue it with a 
spirit of what is of ultimate significance and meaning. We are not talking here 
about religious education (as in Sunday school), nor about acculturation, but 
rather about the sacred dimensions and properties of education, of seeing the 
educational process not in instrumental terms (it gives us more power, status, etc), 
but as endowed with those qualities we feel are sacred.491  
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While nearly two centuries removed from Mann’s notion that “education itself is 
essentially religious,”492and more self-aware of plurality and the need for a validation of 
varying cultural and religious views, I think Purpel is nonetheless in resonance with him. 
As such, I believe that Purpel’s vision is precisely the kind of contemporary perspective 
that Bankston and Caldas urge people to resist.  
Bankston in particular rails against contemporary educational reforms that have 
been “turning educators and educational lawmakers into makers of society,”493 writing 
that “the ideal of integrating all levels of schooling into a unified social program, and 
inserting this program into every subject appears to be promoting a kind of new 
bureaucratic corporatism, aimed at absorbing everything into the state and leaving 
nothing outside the state.”494 While Purpel might hope ethically to avoid indoctrination, 
in his desire to re-create the world, Bankston would see a problematic dynamic.  
“Creating a new society,” Bankston writes, is an attempt to “dissolve the people 
as they are and to appoint the people as one would like them to be.”495 For those who find 
almost no affinity with the transformation schema, most aspects of moral, character, and 
value formation are assumed to be best delegated to non-school contexts or to schools 
with an explicit commitment to a set of values or worldview. Students should remain “as 
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they are” and school should not influence who they are, just what they know and are able 
to do. Barbara Wotherspoon, a Canadian religious education scholar, goes so far as to 
identify this kind of perspective as “a mechanistic world view” that yields “atomism” and 
ultimately contributes to dynamics among students that “destroy their sense of awe, 
mystery, and imaginative play.”496 Wotherspoon, it might be said, falls to one of the 
extremes on the Transformation Schema scale. 
Staunch advocates exist on both ends of the scale. This appears to produce tension 
in terms of what education is supposed to accomplish. I think this is the case. I do not 
think that I can cleverly frame a third position into which I collapse the training and 
transformation perspectives to show that they are resonant by means of a thesis-
antithesis-synthesis move. Functionally, both of these perspectives exist in education 
scholarship and they are not congruent. The system that is US public schooling contains 
tensions and has since its inception.  
My goal here is not to disregard these dynamics, but to clarify and draw attention 
to their particulars as part of my argument that schooling in the US can be viably 
interpreted as a practice. Thus far, the interpretations in this chapter have come from 
scholars, myself included, who have more than a passing concern with religion and/or 
spirituality. While these perspectives are central for a project of this nature, it is also 
worth considering what educational sociologists and cultural analysts say about the 
nature and purpose of education. Do they see some of the same dynamics at play?  
                                                          
 




Reform, Rhetoric, and Change 
This section considers some of the same themes as noted above from the 
perspective of educational scholarship that is not expressly concerned with religion. 
While not uniformly present, related topic to the ones addressed above are present in 
some key texts and scholars in the field of education. Most of the dynamics, tensions, and 
goals in the US education system discussed above are widely recognized, even beyond 
those scholars and educators concerned with religion and/or spirituality; however, they 
are often categorized and framed in quite different ways. In this section, I examine the 
work of three education scholars who refer to one or more aspect of schooling addressed 
above, but with a different framing. I begin with Elliot Eisner’s work on curriculum, 
evaluation, and assessment, follow it with David Tyack’s scholarship on the history of 
schooling, and conclude with Steven Brint’s model of analysis for educational sociology.  
Tools are not Neutral 
Elliot Eisner was an educational scholar best known for his work on arts 
education. However, he also significantly contributed to curriculum studies and 
educational evaluation. This latter area of his scholarship is particularly interesting for 
my project. Considering the ways schooling was assessed, Eisner felt that “the greatest 




commitment to economic productivity and efficiency, science, and technology.”497 He 
regularly referenced Raymond Callahan’s book Education and the Cult of Efficiency and 
the ways it showed how the rising importance of factories influenced education, not only 
during the period in which the Lancasterian and Monitorial models of instruction were 
popular, but also in a more enduring way insofar as an “assembly line” mentality was 
considered appropriate for the schools. 498 
With an emphasis on experiential learning, aesthetic ways of knowing, and the 
importance of qualitative means of assessing student success, Eisner is staunchly opposed 
to mechanistic educational practices that underutilize affective dynamics and fail to 
account for the variable context of student experience.  
When the primary game in town is the denotative use of language and the 
calculation of number, those whose aptitudes or whose out-of-school experience 
utilize such skills are likely to be successful; there is a congruence between what 
they bring to the school and what the school requires of them. But when the 
school's curricular agenda is diverse, diverse aptitudes and experience can come 
into play. Educational equity is provided not merely by opening the doors of the 
school to the child but by providing opportunities to the child to succeed once he 
or she arrives.499 
 
For Eisner, concern with educational equity necessarily means concern with educational 
process, not merely an equal distribution of funds and teaching expertise. His 
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conceptualization of the goals of education also reflect this appreciation for context and 
adaptation. He recognizes two especially important aims of education.  
First, he writes that people want “children to be well informed — that is, to 
understand ideas that are important useful, beautiful and powerful.”500 Second, people 
want children to “have the appetite and ability to think analytically and critically, to be 
able to speculate and imagine, to see connections among ideas, and to be able to use what 
they know to enhance their own lives and to contribute to their own culture.”501 This 
framing of the priorities for education seems somewhere between the Training and 
Transformation Schemas. While the latter part of the second stated aim might begin to 
make some Training advocates anxious, Eisner does not specifically call for schools to be 
places where “their own culture” is made or re-formed. Rather, he argues that  
Neither of these two goals is likely to be achieved if schools are inattentive to the 
variety of ways that humans have represented what they have thought, felt, and 
imagined. Nor will these goals be achieved if we fail to appreciate culture's role in 
making these processes of representation possible. After all, human products owe 
their existence not only to the achievements of individual minds, but to the forms 
of representation available in the culture — forms that enable us to make our 
ideas and feelings public.502 
 
When he writes that “the forms of representation available in the culture” are part of what 
undergird learning, he is explicitly thinking about the varieties of representation, not a 
singular vision.  
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When considering the broad questions of “What kind of society do we want?” and 
“What do we want America to become?” Eisner is decidedly opposed to any policy that 
suggested “children are to be shaped by schools to fit an image defined by the state.”503 
He believes that both schools and society benefited from variety, and each further 
benefited from the fruits of that difference being present in the other.  
The quality of life that America as a culture will make possible will be a function 
not only of a diversity of traditions and values but also of the varying natures of 
the contributions that our individual differences allow.... In democratic societies 
and in those societies seeking to create a democratic way of life, children are 
helped to realize their distinctive talents and, through such realization, to be in a 
position to contribute to the culture as a whole. The presence of multiple forms of 
representation in the school is one way to try to achieve that democratic 
ambition.504 
 
Diversity in thinking in schools ought to influence society, making society better. 
Diversity in society ought to show up in schools, making schooling better.  
Diversity here is not a substitute for “multiple kinds of ethnicities and identities.” 
Diversity includes multiplicity in ethnicity and identities, and it also includes differences 
related to how people approach problems, what skills they value, and what their aesthetic 
preferences are. Eisner believes that “the selection of the material to be used both impose 
constraints and offer possibilities:” representation in schools should be varied. This is an 
expansive category for Eisner, including teacher decisions about the visual 
representations of people in the classroom, the kinds of references and metaphors used, 
and varying pedagogical methods. He writes: 
                                                          
 





Human products owe their existence not only to the achievements of individual 
minds, but to the forms of representation available in the culture — forms that 
enable us to make our ideas and feelings public. Put another way, we can't have a 
musical idea without thinking and representing what we have thought musically. 
We can't have a mathematical idea without mathematics. And neither is possible 
without a form of representation that affords our ideas the possibility of life. It is 
the school as a representative of culture that provides access to those forms. It is 
the school that fosters their skillful use among the young.505 
 
Eisner suggests that diversity in representation matters not only in terms of the social 
identities of teachers, but also in terms of pedagogies that teach to different learning 
styles, and curricula that provide access to multiple views.  
As Eisner puts it, “the forms of representation that an institution emphasizes 
influence who succeeds and who does not.” Concern must be given to “the fit between 
the aptitudes of the students and the possibilities presented by the forms they are to use.” 
506 When education systems overly favor one mode of representation, Eisner fears that 
students end up being “shaped by schools to fit an image.”507 This is part of the reason he 
is so resistant to top-down school reform that attempts to exert universal standards and 
recommendations.  
We look for “best methods” as if they were independent of context; we do more 
testing than any nation on earth; we seek curriculum uniformity so parents can 
compare their schools with other schools, as if test scores were good proxies for 
the quality of education. We would like nothing more than to get teaching down 
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to a science even though the conception of science being employed has little to do 
with what science is about.508 
 
Eisner believes that efforts toward curricular uniformity arise as a result of what he calls 
the “religious-like views of the world” that are “curricular ideologies,”509 and they can 
significantly influence curriculum decisions. 
 When curricular ideologies are stated and public, Eisner says they function like a 
“political platform,” essentially staking a claim to “a public position on some array of 
curricular options.”510 This kind of manifest ideology is active in places like Christian 
lobbyist advocacy for intelligent design511 or when Mexican-American studies was 
banned from schools in Arizona.512 However, Eisner also argues for an understanding of 
a kind of latent ideology that functions from an “operational perspective,” reflecting on 
“the way in which their day-to-day operations inculcate and tacitly express beliefs and 
values.”513 Tacit values, such as the importance of punctuality and competition,514 shape 
                                                          
 
508 Elliot Eisner, “What Can Education Learn from the Arts about the Practice of Education?” John Dewey 
Lecture, Stanford University, 2002, accessed January 2, 2020, 
http://www.infed.org/biblio/eisner_arts_and_the_practice_of_education.htm. 
509 Elliot Eisner, The Educational Imagination: On the Design and Evaluation of School Programs (New 
York: MacMillan College Publishing Company, 1994), 48. 
510 Ibid., 49. 
511 Eugenie C. Scott,“Creationism and Intelligent Design,” in The Princeton Guide to Evolution, ed.  
Jonathan B. Losos, David A. Baum, Douglas J. Futuyma, Hopi E. Hoekstra, et al. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2013), 31. 
512 Brandy Jensen, "Race Erased? Arizona's Ban on Ethnic Studies," Counterpoints 445 (2013): 81-100. 





vision, even when they are not proclaimed in the same way as manifest ideologies.515 
Eisner writes: 
[T]ools are not neutral. Forms of representation are tools, and they are not 
neutral… If one searches the city for images to record on black-and-white film, 
one seeks images in light and dark. Put color film in the camera, and another set 
of criteria emerge for searching the city's landscape. When we emphasize the use 
of particular forms of representation, we influence what counts as relevant.516 
 
What strikes me as so incisive about this commentary is that it applies in many contexts. 
Eisner writes that unannounced ideologies work subtly, manifesting “themselves in the 
kinds of language that imply or suggest rather than state explicitly what is educationally 
important and what the schools curricula should address.”517 Consider, for example, what 
happens when educational material uses metaphors from business to suggest schools 
ought to focus on "regaining our competitive edge in a world economy," as was discussed 
in the previous chapter.  
Eisner thinks that the mission of schools itself has become subtly shaped by 
industrial terms. When this happens, education metaphorically becomes a process that 
turns a student into a commodity “whose knowledge and skills are subject to the same 
kinds of standards and quality control criteria that are applied to other industrial 
products.”518 Eisner claims that the less visible and explicit an ideology is, “the more 
                                                          
 
515 Ibid., 46. 
516 Eisner, The Schools We Need, 48. 





insidious it can be, for in that form it often eludes scrutiny,” meaning that “we may be 
very much more ideological . . . than we realize.”519 Consequently, it is vitally important 
to be aware of the possibility of subtle latent ideologies lest they exert undue and 
undesired influence. 
 Eisner identified six different curricular ideologies that he believes are influential 
in educational scholarship and classroom practice.520 For the present study, the specific 
nature and values of these are not as relevant as how he believes these ideologies interact 
with one another and the resulting ways they shape schools, youth, and society. 
Regardless of how powerful an ideological view may be in any individual's or 
even group's orientation to the world, it is seldom adequate to determine what the 
school curriculum shall be. There is a political process that inevitably must be 
employed to move from ideological commitment to practical action. When a 
society is characterized by value plurality and when the political strength of 
groups is comparable, the process almost always leads to certain compromises. As 
a result, the public school curriculum seldom reflects a pure form of any single 
ideological position. Indeed, the more public the school and the more 
heterogeneous the community, the less likely there will be ideological uniformity 
in schooling.521 
 
Eisner’s work suggests that, while the Training and Transformation schemas are 
significant, the consequences of the conflict between them may not be as contentious as it 
appears. Perhaps more accurately, the contentiousness is a standard part of competing 
ideologies. As Eisner writes, “the political process in democratic and pluralistic societies 
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requires deliberation, debate, adjustment, and compromise…. [E]xamples of ‘pure’ 
ideologies in action in schools are rare.”522 Educational historians David Tyack and Larry 
Cuban support this conjecture and explain why rhetoric actually affects classroom 
practice only indirectly or after long periods of sustained influence. Their work is 
considered next. 
Rhetoric is Not Enough 
Above, Eisner’s perspective as a curriculum theorist was considered. I now turn to 
the work of social theory in Tyack and Cuban’s Tinkering Toward Utopia. That text is a 
significant book in educational history, winning the 1995 Harvard University Press’s 
Virginia and Warren Stone Prize for an outstanding publication about education and 
society.523 The book provides a broad level analysis of why the arena of school reform 
can be one that is simultaneously accused of “being a Bermuda Triangle into which 
intrepid change agents sail, never to appear again” and also “too trendy, [with] entirely 
too many foolish notions circulating through the system at high velocity.”524 In particular, 
they clearly delaminate rhetoric around education policy from the implementation of 
educational reform, showing how the former tends to be radically utopian while the latter 
is iterative and incremental. That is, the “journey from policy talk at the national and state 
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levels to what occurs in schools and classrooms is long, often unpredictable, and 
complicated."525 Their claim is that while talk often cyclically shifts at a swift pace urged 
by various “prophets” of progressive and conservative values, actual change in 
classrooms is slow, generally forward, and largely guided by teachers rather than 
“outsider” experts.  
 Focusing on the public education system of the United States from the early 
1900s onward, the authors claim that while there have been consistent calls for reform 
over long periods of time, “schools have remained basically similar in their core 
operation, so much so that these regularities have imprinted themselves on students, 
educators, and the public as essential features of a 'real school'.526” In an exploration of 
the wide gap between political talk and actual reform, the authors conclude that it is not 
merely the failure of political action to enact sweeping changes, but an essential quality 
of the schools themselves that make them resistant to change. School cultures are so 
strong that they change policy.  
Addressing this topic in depth, the authors cite John Dewey's 1902 comment that 
“the manner in which the machinery of instruction bears upon the child... really controls 
the whole system.527” Tyack and Cuban argue that there is a “grammar of schooling” 
which, while not ontologically essential to schools, is deeply embedded in historical 
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developments. They reference, for example, standardized organizational practices in 
dividing time and space, classifying students by age and course, assessing efficacy based 
on “seat time,” and splintering knowledge into discrete subjects. Tyack and Cuban write: 
Practices like graded classrooms structure schools in a manner analogous to the 
way grammar organizes meaning in language. Neither the grammar of schooling 
nor the grammar of speech needs to be consciously understood to operate 
smoothly. Indeed, much of the grammar of schooling has become so well 
established that it is typically taken for granted as just the way schools are. …. 
[W]e are here arguing that changes in basic structure and rules of each are so 
gradual that they do not jar. "Grammar" in this sense might be thought of both as 
descriptive and prescriptive.528  
 
This seems an apt metaphor. Consider the way in which the usage of “they” as a non-
gendered singular pronoun has begun to enter into more common usage.  
When Merriam Webster added this “new” usage to the dictionary, it was both a 
descriptive action (people are using this word this way) and a prescriptive one (it is now 
grammatical to use it this way). However, the publication of a book saying that the 
grammar has changed will not likely usher in a sweeping shift. In some social circles, it is 
considered ungrammatical and will likely continue to be. Calls for school reform may 
well be a part of changing ideas, but large-scale rhetoric — the educational equivalent of 
a new dictionary entry — does not by itself have ultimate leverage. 
One of the consequences of this “grammar of schooling” is that any attempt to 
reform schools without addressing the grammar itself means that there will be an inherent 
tension and "actual changes in schools will be more gradual and piecemeal than the usual 
                                                          
 




either-or rhetoric of innovation might indicate."529 For example, the authors focus on the 
ways the Carnegie Foundation's 10 million dollar endowment and the engagement with 
elite University presidents influenced the structure of high schools in such a way that 
credit hours now seem a sine qua non of schooling.530 This structure was widely 
disseminated, accepted as valuable at both local, state, and national levels, and 
consequently became central to schooling across the country. According to this logic, the 
authors claim that radical reforms like Ivan Illich's “deschooling” and “schools without 
walls” eventually “were tamed in practice into more traditional off-campus activities such 
as vocational programs.”531 This is the titular theme of their book at work, “Tinkering 
Toward Utopia.”  
Theorists like Illich or Paulo Freire worked toward proposals for reform that 
resonated with the visions of the world that they possessed and while they did have 
influence, the changes were nothing of the scale they had hoped. Tyack and Cuban point 
to large-scale attempts like the start of kindergarten which began with a utopian vision of 
“a commonwealth or republic of children.... [in contrast to] the old-fashioned school, 
which is an absolute monarchy,”532 but ended up with “the features that had made it 
exotic slowly trimmed away or changed to fit the institutional character of standard 
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elementary school.”533 This is not to say that the introduction of kindergarten did nothing 
to reform public education, merely that its impact was far more diffuse than its original 
impetus. There is a resonance here with Eisner’s argument that “pure ideologies” in 
action in schools are rare.534 
 Another important aspect of Tyacks’s work is similar to the conclusory point of 
Bankston and Caldas: public schooling has been expected to do more than it can do. The 
consequences of this include scapegoating of teachers and schools by “outsiders” like the 
Business Week columnist who wrote that “improving the schools and reforming job 
training are relatively easy.”535 Showing that insult has been added to injury, Tyack and 
Cuban point out that “the business leaders who today advocate restructuring and 
decentralization are trying to undo the defects of the centralized systems endorsed by 
business leaders almost a century ago.”536 They argue that outsiders often attempt to 
reform from top-down, a tactic stemming “from a shared conviction that education was 
the prime means of directing the course of social evolution.”537 This approach resulted in 
the rise of educational elites who advocated for a national schooling system based on the 
belief that “school governance would be more efficient and expert if it were buffered 
                                                          
 
533 Ibid., 69. 
534 Ibid., 52-3. 
535 Ibid., 39. 
536 Ibid., 83. 




from lay control.”538 This is precisely the dynamics observed in the jockeying for power 
that was noted in Chapter 3 in regards to urban neighborhood leadership positions being 
eliminated and replaced with “at-large” members appointed by politicians.539  
 While Tyack and Cuban are suspicious of outsiders in the classroom and want to 
place the emphasis on what teachers, parents, and communities want, they do believe that 
reform is possible. However, they argue that substantive change will come about only 
with time and “cannot succeed without lengthy and searching public dialogue about the 
ends and means of schooling.”540 Reform, they suggest, should “focus on ways to 
improve instruction from the inside out rather than the top down.”541 While they do not 
provide any thorough plan for this incremental and “inside out” focus, it follows that it 
would necessitate the direct involvement of teachers and community members. Indeed, 
recent research on the Common Core curriculum suggests that “successful system wide 
reforms must mobilize parents, teachers, and others to create and sustain support for 
major change in the organization of schooling and instruction.”542 Without local support, 
systemic changes either fade away or become niche pockets of alternatives unavailable to 
the whole of the country. 
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 Unfortunately, because reforms themselves are connected to — and funded by — 
the producers of political talk, there is somewhat of a Catch-22 in effect. On one hand, 
small changes over long periods of time do not make great political platforms. On the 
other hand, it is precisely because of the public system's huge momentum that “public 
schools, for all their faults, remain one of our most stable and effective public 
institutions."543 While various political constructs calling for “prophetic” utopian visions 
are regularly transformed into political talk and action, the radical visions are tempered 
by teachers who “have led the way in reshaping instruction.”544 Given how heated 
contemporary rhetoric around education can become and how often blame is placed on 
teachers themselves, the idea that the ultimate arbiters of change are teachers might seem 
like a cosmic joke to teachers themselves. They have all the responsibility, little of the 
power, and even more limited access to funds for change. This disparity shows up clearly 
in national teacher data. 
The 2019 data from PDK’s 51st Annual national poll of the public's attitudes 
toward the public schools suggests that as many as 60% of teachers say they are unfairly 
paid; 50% say they have seriously considered leaving the profession in recent years; and 
56% would not want their child to follow them into the into the profession, chiefly citing 
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“inadequate pay and benefits, job stress, and feeling disrespected or undervalued.”545 
Relatedly, Tyack and Tobin argue that burnout among educators, especially reform-
oriented ones, is one of the major reasons that radical change rhetoric does not result in 
radical change.546 The other is related in the sense that reformers often point the way 
toward ways of doing school that violate the “grammar of school” and consequently, to 
gain any traction political traction, reformers often engage in academic and social circles 
where this kind of innovation is accepted. As a result, many enter a kind of echo-chamber 
and fail to garner the broader kind of support needed for more than a niche change.547 
In spite of all this, Tyack is not a fatalist. Ultimately, he does believe that 
schooling can change; however, to do so requires a level of communal conversation that 
is challenging to develop. Writing with William Tobin, he affirms that 
Cultural constructions of schooling have changed over time and can change again. 
To do this deliberately would require intense and continual public dialogue about 
the ends and means of schooling, including reexamination of cultural assumptions 
about what a "real school" is and what sort of improved schooling could realize 
new aspirations. Shared beliefs could energize a broad social movement to 
remake the schools. To do so would require reaching beyond a cadre of 
committed reformers to involve the public in a broad commitment to change.548 
 
This is a familiar theme for Tyack. He made similar moderating claims in his 1974 book, 
The One Best System, a text exploring the rise of the modern school during the 19th and 
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20th centuries of urbanization and increasing bureaucratization. 
Writing about the profound impact of the book on the field of educational history, 
Harvey Kantor notes that Tyack rejected both positions that (1) “glorified the expansion 
of public education as the fulfillment of democratic impulses” and (2) “newer revisionist 
studies that impugned the motives of elites and middle-class reformers and viewed public 
education as an abject failure.” 549 Instead, Tyack argued that each view was part of the 
same “double-edged sword” of “bureaucratic revolution” that “opened up new 
opportunities for many students and created a dysfunctional system whose structures, 
rules, and procedures perpetuated inappropriate practices.”550 Tyack wrote in opposition 
to those who largely saw educational bureaucracy as “an undesirable form of social 
control,” noting that it did largely succeed in creating enough schools to meet the sudden 
growth of students. This success, though, resulted in an "interlocking directorate" of 
officials who tended to centralize decision-making and develop a top-down system of 
school management.  
Though bureaucratization created the conditions by which an increasing number 
of students could have their needs met, it also created a "one best system" that 
“disenfranchised the poor and the working class and put in place a set of practices that ill-
served the pluralistic character of American society."551 Tyack did not believe that the 
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“ill-serving”552 practices were intentionally designed as part of education systems but 
emerged in spite of “the benevolent intentions and humanitarian sentiments of those who 
promoted it.”553 The universal character of the “one best system” was part of the cultural 
milieu of the period and dominant theories of administration and scholarship.  
I believe that both the “unintentional bias” of urban school bureaucratization and 
the “grammar of school” can be categorized as a result of what Eisner calls an 
unannounced ideology. The grammar of school is precisely a perspective so “ubiquitous 
it renders those acculturated to it insensitive to the ways their own beliefs have been 
shaped.”554 To become more sensitive and build a school reform movement without a 
huge gap between rhetoric and change requires a significant engagement with multiple 
levels of stakeholders. In fact, Tyack and Tobin think this kind of engagement is exactly 
what is needed for substantial change to occur.  
The cultural construction of schooling need not be a block to reform. It can be an 
engine of change if public discourse about education becomes searching inquiry 
resulting in commitment to a new sense of the common good.555 
 
The fact that schooling is never “neutral” and grows out of a competing set of hopes, 
values, and biases does not preclude reform; it just means more people have to be at the 
table for longer if transformation is to take hold.  
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Power Is Negotiated in Tensions  
Having considered the arc of educational history in the US, I am unable to 
conceive of a singular way to frame the story of schools. Schooling in this country has 
carried within it complex contradictions for the duration of its history. The practice of 
schooling has been a play of tensions and competing values since even before the 
founding of the county. Both Eisner and Tyack suggest that a viable way forward for 
reform is for directed and explicit conversation focused on what schooling is about and 
what the stakes are if such things are not discussed. They would not advocate for a single 
interpretation of American educational history to win out over others, but to have explicit 
conversation about some of competing perspectives. Proponents from either extreme of 
the Transformation Schemas scale continuum would likely be dissatisfied with that 
approach. However, Steven Brint, whose Schools and Society is a central text for the field 
of educational sociology, suggests that understanding these internal tensions is an 
important part of getting a full sense of the sociological dimensions of education. 
Brint and his colleagues have shown empirically that groups with differing 
political and social commitments approach student socialization in different ways. For 
example, “cultural conservatives” tend to emphasize the formal curriculum whereas 
“critical social theorists” more frequently draw attention to informal dynamics like 
teacher-initiated interaction. Both groups, broadly defined, tend to focus on the types of 




position.556 Similarly, Brint’s team has documented evidence of a tendency for “school 
authorities to define concepts, such as citizenship, self-esteem, and respect, to fit the 
organizational priorities of the school at the expense of older and more precise 
understandings of the terms.”557 Unsurprisingly, people are more likely to emphasize the 
things that support their perspective, and this is the case even with professionals who care 
deeply about accuracy. Brint notes that, from his perspective, even within the field of 
sociology of education, people fall into a parallax error of over-emphasizing certain 
aspects of schooling depending on their theoretical commitments. He categorizes the two 
major schools of thought in his field as structural-functionalism and social power theory.  
 The structural-functional approach emphasizes “the capacity of institutions to 
reduce the randomness of human action and channel human action along specified lines 
(through structures) to meet socially approved ends (or functions).”558 For example, this 
position would say that, even though a student might want to pull out their phone in the 
middle of a class session where that is disallowed, the student will usually not do it. 
Why? Because “schools channel action along other lines … in the direction of learning 
course materials,” and “back up their efforts to channel action with incentives (like 
grades) and sanctions (like detentions and suspensions).”559 The emphasis in a structural-
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functional approach is on the fact that institutions have at least four consistent 
characteristics. 
 First, institutions have responsibility for a particular socially defined grouping. In 
the case of schools, this is the children, teachers, and staff. Schools shape the identity of 
each of these segments. Second, institutions organize individuals into status-roles that 
have varying levels of status, privilege, and responsibility. In schools, students, teachers, 
and administrators are the key status-roles. Each one has a defined position, privileges, 
and responsibilities, and each one has a set of behavioral expectations associated with its 
activities. Third, institutions are strongly influenced by norms that act on them. Members 
of the group monitor each other and norms from broader societal contexts beyond the 
group influence the institution as well. Finally, they reward actions that comply with the 
norms and sanction or punish those that violate them.560 
One of the influential aspects of the structural-functional theory of schooling is 
the argument that institutions are vital to society not only because “they reduce 
randomness and meet social purposes,” but also because they are the mechanism by 
which social capital is gained. That is,  
a school may or may not educate students effectively, but if it faithfully mirrors 
the organization of other schools, it will be accorded legitimacy in the eyes of the 
public. It can use that legitimacy to muster the resources it needs to survive. This 
approach leads to the surprising conclusion that schools do not need to succeed in 
educating students (at least not very well) to succeed in gaining legitimacy from 
the public and other organizations in their environments. But whether they 
                                                          
 




educate well or not, they must conform to existing legitimating categories to 
succeed as organizations.561  
 
This insight provides significant clarity for much of the history and interpretation of 
education that has been explored in this chapter thus far.  
The structural-functional approach can explain why Tyack’s “grammar of 
schooling” exerts such a strong influence on attempts at schooling reform. It can also 
explain why Eisner’s arguments for “diversity in thinking and representation” are not 
easily brought into the classroom. “Real Schools”562 are those that look like the schools 
that have come before. Similarly, though Bankston, Caldas, and other Training Schema 
advocates might lament the ways society places too much weight on the school to provide 
access to “a vision of the Promised Land,”563 the history of the US has so consistently 
done this that, to change it, takes more than a keen academic argument. Viewed in this 
way, the challenge to perspectives like Harris, Purpel, and Transformation Schema 
supporters is not that their hope for schooling to “re-create the world”564 is inaccessible, 
but that it is already being re-created; the problem is that the vision of the world being 
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built is one committed to an “American civil religion”565 of economic productivity and 
efficiency.566  
If social legitimacy is garnered through conforming to a common extant structure 
and set of norms, institutional innovations like standardized testing and programs like the 
universalizing No Child Left Behind Act are compelling. By making explicit the norms 
of legitimization, the pathway to success is made clearer. The problem, of course, is that 
uniformity of instruction does not inherently yield good pedagogy for all students and the 
consequences of disproportionately benefiting some but not others is a tension that has 
long been a challenge in the US. Recognizing this problem, Brint suggests that a 
structural-functional approach is insufficient to address what a social power theory can 
provide. 
While noting the explanatory utility of a structural-functional approach, Brint is 
also clear that “it de-emphasizes the power of elites (and later the state as an instrument 
of elite interests) to design institutions that reflect their own interests and ideals more 
closely than those of society at large.”567 Structural approaches are accurate, but 
insufficient. They fail to capture dynamics that significantly influence the ways the 
structure is created and maintained. In social power theories, “the powerful are the 
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designers of institutions, and they are also the main beneficiaries of these designs.”568 For 
example, Bourdieu’s work in Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture is of this 
nature, such as when he frames the idea of a freely choosing individual as an “ideological 
construct created by bourgeois elite as a way to oppress those with a narrower field of 
opportunities.”569 Brint reflects that, from a historical perspective, the social power 
theories have more evidence on their side.  
He provides a brief sketch of the history I have detailed in Chapter 3, commenting 
particularly on the “large business corporations” active in supporting educational 
expansion during industrialization and the Common School movement. He references the 
“few influential academics, business leaders, and politicians who worked together to 
institute a regimen of high-stakes testing in the United States in the 1980s.”570 He points 
out these influences to argue that the changes they instigated “cannot accurately be 
described as reflecting the consensus of society as a whole” but rather, policy “was 
shaped by a political coalition, not by society.”571 Whether the coalition is based in the 
corporate sector or social movement activists, social power theories suggest that the 
“existing legitimating categories” of structural-functionalism are not “society’s norms” in 
general, but the result of competing forces. Social power theories also emphasize that the 
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interests of the main actors in schools are not always uniform or in alignment. Brint 
writes: 
Teachers, for example, may feel that principals need to back them up in all 
discipline cases, while principals may worry about alienating the parents of a 
misbehaving student, particularly if those parents are influential in the 
community. Such conflicts of interest are common in schools. These conflicts of 
interest must be taken into consideration, along with the smooth coordination and 
control of actors in status-roles emphasized by structural-functional theory.572  
 
Given that Brint sees value in both approaches, he posits the viability of proceeding with 
what I see as an alloyed method that uses aspects of each to think about schooling. Brint 
develops a way of thinking about the sociological function of schools that borrows from 
both schools of thought. He suggests that the education system functions to meet three 
separate goals. 573 Schools: 
1. Provide a structure in which students may acquire skills that yield 
advantages in occupational guilds and labor markets. 
2. Affirm membership in a status group through the transmission of 
knowledge that has value to members already in that group.  
3. Allow students to acquire credentials that provide access to positions in 
other organizations. Consequently, they also exclude from eligibility those 
that do not acquire these credentials.574  
 
What this framing does is to recognize that, while schools are shaped by elite 
society and/or well-organized coalitions, they are also shaped by those outside of those 
groups who are in pursuit of access to those groups.575 As Brint puts it, “institutions never 
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simply serve powerful interests”; instead, “they develop processes and interests of their 
own, which they very often pursue at some distance from the interests of the most 
powerful groups in society.” These “interests of their own” then operate in the same 
venues as both the initial interests and new external interests “originally left out of the 
construction of the institution,” which may later “effectively demand influence in the 
institution once it is well established.”576 Schools socialize students in such a way they 
are inclined to develop aspirations, intentions, and tensions, some that were present at the 
inception of the institution, and others that are newer. As Brint puts it, “most conflicts 
involve coalitions of groups jockeying for position and policy influence... The resolution 
of conflicts sets the institutional preconditions for subsequent rounds of conflict and 
accommodation.”577 Whereas the structural-functional approach may fail to adequately 
interrogate the intentions of coalitions and elites, the social power approach may be 
overly deterministic, not recognizing the agency of teachers, students, parents, and 
communities to interrupt, appropriate, and/or insert their own aspirations into the schools.  
Brint provides a frame of analysis that combines the two schools of thought, 
which is useful to describe the dynamics explored thus far. His interest in the themes of 
structural-functionalism leads him to analysis of  
1. the organizing structures and practices through which action is channeled  
2. power and influence  
a. in the broader environment as it influences the institution, and  
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b. in the roles and interests of key actors within schools578  
 
However, while he affirms structural-functionalism analysis, he also wants to 
“incorporate themes from the social power tradition.” This leads him to an analysis of 
3. the interests in society that give rise to schools,  
4. the beneficiaries of schooling,  
5. the sources of conflict within schools,  
6. the sources of failure to realize institutional values, and  
7. the sources of change in school structures and practices. 579  
 
In the section below, I use these seven facets of analysis to thematize all of the data 
explored in Part II thus far.  
In preparation for concluding this chapter, readers should recall that the current 
chapter, together with Chapters 3 and 5, comprise Part II of the dissertation. The goal for 
this portion of the project is to detail the historical and social aspects of schooling so as to 
begin to make clear how it can be seen as a practice using the definition developed in 
Chapter 2. So as to condense and simplify the data considered thus far, in what follows 
below, I index emergent themes, categorizing them by means of Brint’s analytic model 
described above. In so doing, I also note areas of persisting tension and/or importance, 
providing the platform from which I designed my human subject research, described in 
the next chapter. Before moving to that material, I will thematize and reframe the data 
explored thus far. 
                                                          
 
578 Ibid., 25. 




Analysis of the Historical and Social-Analytic Data 
The richness of the historical and social-analytic data can be thematized to yield 
major insights regarding the practice of public schooling. While something is gained by 
reviewing the historical data in a chronological manner as in Chapter 3, the search for 
patterns is also important. I have chosen to analyze the multiple findings by utilizing 
Brint’s thematic model to delaminate the various events and interpretations from 
chronology and to discern recurring patterns in relation to those he found. In particular, I 
have drawn upon Brint’s seven facets of analysis to develop a kind of theory-driven 
codebook.580 All the content of Chapter 3 and the first half of this chapter are analyzed 
into these analytic themes. The thematization provides a means of reviewing the 
preceding content in a more focused form. Each of the sub-sections below corresponds to 
one of the seven facets of analysis that Brint identified above. All of the topics that I 
identify as “requiring additional attention,” are the areas which the human-subject 
research was designed to explore.  
Persistent Structures that Channel Behavior 
The first analytic theme refers to the organizing structures and practices through 
which action is channeled. As noted above, one of the things schools do is “reduce the 
randomness of human action and channel human action along specified lines (through 
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structures) to meet socially approved ends (or functions).”581 For example, even though a 
student might prefer to spend an entire class period using the Tik Tok app on her phone, 
she will likely not do it because “schools channel action along other lines … in the 
direction of learning course materials,” and “back up their efforts to channel action with 
incentives (like grades) and sanctions (like detentions and suspensions).”582 For US 
public schools, there are numerous structures that channel student randomness.  
Schools are built on the regularity of time, and punctuality is usually stressed.583 
Excepting periods of emergency, public schooling takes place in spaces that are separate 
from the home. The focus of the classroom tends to be the teacher. Subjects are usually 
taught separately from one another at different times.584 Generally, time is held as a 
constant, and grading differs between students. All students address a subject in school 
for the same amount of time, with the consequence that students reach varied levels of 
mastery of the material. Spatially, in the contemporary period, students are generally split 
apart by age and not by matters such as skill or proficiency. One of the specific instances 
where this is not true is in the instance of separate technical or vocational high-schools 
where specific occupational skills are taught.585 The completion of schooling with a 
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diploma is marked as “a meaningful element of the American social structure,” even 
though graduates differ widely in what they are actually able to do.586 
Internal to the schools, the actors whose actions are channeled are students, 
teachers, administrators, and — though indirectly — parents. Teachers are guided largely 
by their professional and/or vocational commitments, such as their sense of “call” to 
teach and their need to adhere to school rules so as to keep collecting a paycheck.587 
Administrators, both within schools and at regional and state levels, are guided by the 
same, with the increased constraint of often needing to comply with authorities above 
them not only for their personal paycheck but for school funding. Historically, this 
pattern has been more visible during shifts toward decreased local control such as when 
urban "ward" positions were eliminated and replaced with “at-large” members appointed 
by politicians.588 Contemporarily, this loss of local control is particularly notable, with 
increases in funding from the national level and the concomitant stipulation to meet 
certain standards within the No Child Left Behind and Every Child Succeeds Acts.589 
This has led to the idea that, “while public discussion still contains residues of the 
mythologies of local control of schooling, the fiscal and cognitive steering has become 
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more centralized and less responsive to local concerns.”590 In Bell’s understanding of 
practice, this gap between rhetoric and material conditions is a kind of misrecognition, an 
imaginative articulation of how the world ought to be that is so persistent it covers over 
recognition of material conditions. This guides society in a way that does not encourage 
changes in the system. 
 From a student and family perspective, the most significant guiding factor is the 
compulsory nature of schooling, which began to be enforced by the 1850s.591 Internal to 
the school, the student experience is largely guided by the teacher. Though early 
methods, such as the Lancasterian approach that resulted in a “machine-like regularity”592 
are no longer common, contemporary students still have their “minds and bodies ... 
propelled into different physical spaces by bells that demarcate the beginning and ending 
of classes and by class schedules that divide time and create a particular mix of students 
and teachers in particular physical spaces.”593 The repetitive and highly regulated nature 
of most schools, combined with an increasing emphasis on standardized exams, has led to 
a decrease in subjects that are not standardized and assessed. For example, since 1965, 
when President Johnson signed into law the National Foundation on the Arts and 
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Humanities Act, art funding for schools has decreased 43.4%, adjusting for inflation.594 
This decline is in spite of the demonstrated benefits of the arts, including decreased drop-
out rates595 and increased scores on standardized tests across all socioeconomic 
backgrounds.596 Eisner says that these dynamics are caused by “mechanistic educational 
practices that underutilize affective dynamics and fail to take into account the variable 
context of student experience.”597 Put another way, one of the ways by which schools 
guide student action is by moving away from affective modalities and toward analytic 
ones. 
Social Purposes (Overt and Hidden)  
The second analytic theme refers to the latent and manifest goals of schooling. 
Brint explains that educational sociologists generally state three contemporary purposes 
for schooling. From most overt to least they are (1) cultural transmission, the 
transmission of subject matter material the schools want students to know; (2) 
socialization, the values and behaviors they want students to express; and (3) social 
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selection, the identification of “academic winners and losers.”598 All three of these goal 
categories have already surfaced throughout the data addressed. Below, these three 
purposes will be used to thematize in more detail.599  
In terms of cultural transmission, while Eisner eloquently writes that people want 
students “to understand ideas that are important useful, beautiful and powerful… [and] 
think analytically and critically,”600 recent data suggests parents are mostly concerned 
with job skills.601 A related trend, noted above, is a decreasing concern with affective 
content and an increase in attention to mathematics and science. This is particularly true 
in the time since 1958’s National Defense Education Act in which the primary purpose of 
education was identified as producing “the experts who create the technology and 
sciences” needed for “winning wars.”602 Historically, early Latin schools were largely 
focused on the classics, with attention to Latin, Greek, and Hebrew.603 By the mid-18th 
century, though, schools were beginning to focus more on trade skills,604 and in the early 
1800s industrialization and commercial interests increasingly meant that graduates were 
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better able to work in factories.605 At a more material level, socialization focuses on how 
students learn to act, and the socialization patterns reveal that students are learning to 
expect external assessment for their work, to think about different academic subjects 
separate from one another,606 and to look toward a central authority figure (the teacher) 
who guides their learning and work.  
 One of the clear socialization themes has been that schools were explicitly 
intended to “Americanize” students and “instill the desired civic values,” especially 
during periods of high immigration.607 More generally, schools ought to result in students 
contributing to society. This was true in Lancaster’s assertion that his methods made 
students morally responsible and “conducive to the welfare of society."608 It was also 
manifest during the compulsory education push for “American citizenship and loyalty to 
America” in the early 20th century609 and during the mid-20th century re-emphasis on the 
importance of the pledge of allegiance as a commitment to American values in the face of 
communism.610 Exploring exactly who thinks that citizenship is a desired educational 
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value yields an interesting divergence in national-level data. According to that data, 45% 
of all teachers believe that “preparing students to be good citizens” is the main goal of 
schooling, whereas only 28% the parent population agree, as revealed in the chart 
below.611 
Figure 4.01: The Main Goals of Public Education in US 
 
While this data itself is interesting and highlights a significant variance between teachers 
and non-teacher adults, the meaning of citizenship requires additional attention. 
 Finally, in regard to social selection, the early US educational systems were 
founded in hopes they would sort students. Jefferson’s framing of schools was premised 
on the idea that “the best geniuses will be raked from the rubbish,”612 and the earliest 
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public schools were expressly designed for elite male students presumed to be headed 
toward civil or church leadership.613 Today, graduation from high school is statistically 
related to increased pay. On average, those who fail to complete high school will 
annually earn at least $10,000 less than those who do.614  
The social selection function of schooling is further complicated because those 
who graduate from high school are statistically varied across racial and ethnic groups. For 
example, in 2017, the average high school dropout rate was 5.4% for all students, but was 
10.1% for American Indian/Alaska Native youth, 8.2% for Hispanic youth, 8.2% for 
youth of African-descent, 4.3% for youth of European-descent, 3.9% for Pacific Islander 
youth, and 2.1% for youth of Asian-descent.615 While perhaps unintentionally, the raking 
out of geniuses from the rubbish does not yield equal results across all American youth.  
Interests of Society that Give Rise to Schools  
The next analytic theme refers to the vested interests and intentions that various 
actors have in school. What are the hopes that have created the conditions by which US 
schools have become what they are? Once again, the data explored thus far is replete with 
identification of such interests  
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In the earliest years of schooling prior to the American Revolution, many of those 
schooled in England had been educated in systems whose explicit was aimed directly at 
“establishing state and Anglican control over education.”616 Schooling had been used to 
shore up the monarchy’s State control of England through the support of the Church of 
England. Early American education was founded at least partially in reaction against this. 
Free schools were part of what helped the British resist the monarchy and, when early 
educational innovators like Jefferson began to think about how to prevent a monarchy 
from forming, schooling was a method. He wrote that “kings, priests, and nobles” would 
arise if “we leave the people in ignorance,”617 thus arguing that it was in the interest of 
denying monarchy to tax for schools. The schools were also used as a resistance for other 
things as well. 
At numerous points in US history, the idea of “public schools as Protestant 
institutions” meant that there was significant influence by those who understood schools 
as “as a means to combat the growth of Catholicism.”618 In a similar vein, schooling was 
used to challenge “Un-American” values and “Americanize” immigrants, indigenous, and 
formerly enslaved citizens. As such, the interests of English-speaking Western Europeans 
were disproportionately served. We see echoes of that in Dewey’s hopes that education 
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might allow each individual “an opportunity to escape from the limitations of the social 
group in which he was born”619 and in the evidence that compulsory schooling was used 
as response to immigration.620 The emergence of standardized examinations, especially 
the early years of IQ assessment, contributed to a supposedly scientific substantiation of 
racial and ethnic bias.621  
Commercial interests were significant as well, with businessmen like Edmund 
Dwight (1835), supporting school reform for the sake of a better-educated workforce, and 
Morris Cooke (1910), working with the Carnegie Foundation to standardize education, 
focusing on efficiency and uniformity. 622 Support for scientific management as the 
educational golden standard increased such that, during the mid-1800s, educational 
administrators “combined a belief in the power of systematization and rationalization 
with the religious fervor of a doctrine of social salvation.”623 This dynamic can be seen as 
what Bankston and Caldas argue has been the enduring social interest in US schooling, 
noting that “American Civil Religion” is a process of “sacralizing dominant values”624 
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even as they changed through the years. Moving chronologically, they identify the 
dominant values as liberty and freedom; unification and industrialization; and opportunity 
and equality.625  
While one should not ignore the broad issues of “civil religion” and bureaucratic 
elites exerting disproportionate influence on the development and roles of schools, one 
should also remember that local communities had a stake in education as well. As Tyack 
and Eisner both argue, while ideological influences do shift the course of schooling, 
teachers and local communities also exert their own agency. The interests of coalitions of 
teachers are influential not only because of the recognized sense of “call” to be 
teachers626 but also because teachers unions have had significant impact on national 
policy, especially since No Child Left Behind.627 
Beneficiaries of Schooling 
The next analytic theme refers to the various actors who experience desired 
outcomes as a result of the schooling process. In Bourdieu’s terms, these are people who 
are able to use the field of schooling to increase their capital. The data considered thus far 
gives record of numerous beneficiaries. 
 At various points in the country’s history, the commercial interests noted above 
                                                          
 
625 Ibid., 162. 
626 Keefe-Perry, “Called into Crucible,” 489-500. 
627 Hazel E. Loucks, “A Teachers’ Union Perspective on NCLB Accountability Issues,” in After Student 




have benefited greatly from US schools. However, the cumulative effect of education on 
business must be seen in a more tempered way. Without doubt, during the movement of 
industrialization and urbanization in the 1800s, industrialists and factory-owners 
benefited financially from a more educated workforce. Students were able to learn skills 
and processes that made a move to an urban environment more viable.628 More recently, 
however, schools and corporate interests are in a new kind of tension.  
A 2010 Global CEO Study found that creativity was the most highly ranked factor 
for predictions of future corporate success629; another poll found that 78% of Americans 
believe there needs to be more time dedicated to supporting creativity in schools630; and 
71% of polled Americans believe “creativity is being stifled by our educational 
system.”631 The polling data suggests that the push toward corporate interests, which 
supported centralization and standardization, are now counterproductive to current 
economic realities.632 Put another way, the intended benefit of a schooling action is often 
not the only result of that action.  
While a commonsense view might suggest that students, in general, must benefit 
from schooling, what exactly these benefits are requires additional reflection. Are the 
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things that students are learning what they want to learn? Is learning the goal? How do 
the perspectives between parents and their children differ? If it is assumed that academic 
success is a significant result of what it means to benefit from schooling, then it must be 
acknowledged that, at present, males from wealthy areas of the US benefit more than 
others. 633  Relatedly, as one considers historical dynamics and disaggregated student 
performance data, other related patterns of disproportionate benefit emerge as well. 
Connected to the noted Americanization interests mentioned above, Western Europeans 
and their descendants have benefited disproportionately more than other groups. This is 
especially true during the periods of high immigration in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries. This education gap persists today,634 though to a lessened degree.635  
Finally, note that, at least from some perspectives, Protestants have benefitted 
from US schooling. The reason I hedge this somewhat is that I believe this is an area that 
requires additional reflection. While evidence reveals regular periods of anti-Catholic 
inspired education policy and a kind of "lowest-common-denominator Protestantism"636 
braided into the culture of American schooling, I am not convinced that this, ultimately, 
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benefited Protestants. I will address that more in Chapters 7 and 8, but will say now that 
at least one thing is clear. Regardless of how beneficial the schools were or were not to 
Protestants, non-Protestant beliefs and cultures, whether from Catholic or other traditions, 
were clearly treated prejudicially. This was one of the sources of conflict within 
schooling. Additional areas of tension are considered below. 
Sources of Conflict within Schooling 
The next analytic theme identifies areas of tension and the competing influences 
that have given rise to them. At the macro level, the historical interpreters considered 
earlier in this chapter provide several different ways to account for struggle. Bankston 
and Caldas describe three eras of US educational culture and each is typified by a 
particular large-scale tension. Moving chronologically, they identify the conflicts as 
localism vs. centralization, traditionalism and solidarity vs. progressivism and hopes for 
the future, and equality vs. competition.637 David Purpel suggests the primary cause of 
conflict is due to the lack of conversation around morality and spirituality in school, 
resulting in a series of tensions that include individualism vs. community,638 worth vs. 
achievement,639 equality vs. competition,640 and control vs. democracy.641 Eisner suggests 
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that conflict emerges as a result of dissonant curricular ideologies, and the ways people 
discuss schooling can shift the ways that schooling is managed. 642 For example, the 
framing of the purpose of schools as “winning wars”643 or "regaining our competitive 
edge in a world economy"644 operationalizes different sets of assumptions about what 
schooling is for and how it should be organized. Relatedly, at a broad level I suggested 
the nomenclature of the Training and Transformation Schemas, two oppositional views 
on the far edges of the transformation schema scale continuum.  
 At a less abstract level, routine tensions also exist throughout history in regard to 
property taxes and the centralization of control.645 This dynamic emerged in the original 
closing of the Department of Education in 1868 because of critics’ being afraid that 
schools would be forced to submit to centralized authority. A similar issue emerged as a 
major source of tension in the late 1970s, with the “nationwide taxpayer's revolt.”646 
Likewise, as was noted above in the “Beneficiaries” section, one of the sources of 
conflict is between the social momentum of the centralization and standardization 
movements of the 19th and 20th centuries and the desire for more adaptive student-
centered kind of learning. This is a both/and scenario: the bureaucratic revolution 
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simultaneously opened up new opportunities and created a dysfunctional system.647 The 
new opportunities were for the huge influx of new students, but the dysfunction 
manifested in a number of places, including a tendency for standards to be universalizing 
instead of contextualized648 and for teachers to feel “under extreme pressure to show 
results,” without the support to know how to do so.649  
Finally, one of the clearest areas of tension has been caused by an intersection of 
xenophobia, religious prejudice, and white supremacy. This was addressed mainly in the 
conversations around schooling being used to Americanize incoming immigrants, but it 
also influenced indigenous people, formerly enslaved people of African-descent, and 
Chinese indentured servants.650 The “separate but equal” clause of the Plessy v. Ferguson 
decision is perhaps one of the clearest areas in which racial post-Civil War education was 
diminished because of racism, however education gaps remain, even with the 
intervention of 1954’s Brown v. Board of Education decision.651 Religiously, this 
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dynamic is noted in the quality of “public schools as Protestant institutions” meant to 
“combat the growth of Catholicism.”652  
Factors that Result in a Failure to Realize Institutional Values  
Another analytic theme is the reality of gaps or obstacles between the expressed 
hopes for schools and the actual outcomes. In many instances, the sources of failure are 
directly related to the sources of conflict noted above, though there are some areas that, 
while related, are distinct. For example, though comments were made above regarding 
xenophobia, religious prejudice, and white supremacy, one of the areas of failure that has 
not been addressed in the discussion thus far has to do with the ways that those categories 
jointly intersect with tax law, school funding, and real estate. Consider (a) the way that 
assessed values of residential and commercial determines the funding of school levels,653 
(b) prejudicial “redlining” practices that prevented many people of color from owning 
homes,654 (c) the suburban “white flight” of the 20th century, and (d) the Freeman v. Pitts 
decision where segregation resulting from the basis of legal real estate decisions was 
upheld as legal.655 The consequence of these social realities taken together has to be 
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considered as a source of failure, but the problem is complex. This is part of the reason 
why discussion about education is so challenging: it intersects with so many parts of a 
community’s shared life that any conversation about it rapidly can wander off into a 
rabbit trail of diversions, making sustained discourse difficult.  
The challenge of having sustained public discourse about education is 
unfortunate, especially if Tyack and Cuban are correct and one of the main reasons for a 
failure to realize values is a lack of “lengthy and searching public dialogue about the ends 
and means of schooling.”656 Relatedly, Purpel suggests that failure to fully realize values 
comes about “from our inability to… develop an overarching mythos.”657 This is a 
difficult thing to assess. One way to think about it might be to say that, if Bankston and 
Caldas are correct, there already is an “overarching mythos:” American Civil Religion. 
This does not seem to be what Purpel has in mind, however. More likely, the better way 
to interpret him is to say that he has in mind a mythos grounded in concerns for justice 
and equity, and this is what is lacking. 
Another source of failure, especially in the contemporary period, has to do with 
the ways interests that value standardization and uniformity of pedagogy and assessment 
do not align well with educational realities for students. As Eisner put it, there is a 
tendency to talk about “best methods” as if they were independent of context.658 While 
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there have been pedagogical and policy innovations like magnet and charter schools that 
attempt to provide new variance in content and methods of instruction, these new models 
often subsequently fall prey to extant biases, leading a number of scholars to suggest 
charter schools are a “civil rights failure.”659 I mention this not to wade into the charter 
school debate, but to point out that even in the wake of NCLB’s conversion into President 
Obama’s ESSA, contemporary schooling is still quite influenced by the general move 
toward standardization. Every state now requires state-mandated testing, and there is 
significant evidence that there is a strong relationship between high-stakes testing and a 
narrowing of curriculum and pedagogy, including a significant increase in teacher-
centered instruction.660 This lends credence to Purpel’s assertion that teachers are the 
“cause and effect”661 of failure.  
Owing to larger systems to which teachers are beholden, they are required to 
perform in ways that not only narrow curricular focus, but are dubiously correlated to 
actual progress662 and certainly correlated to increasing student apathy, more punitive 
discipline policies,663 and increased student anxiety, especially among students of color 
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and students in poverty.664 By being the leaders asked to carry out tasks that are at least 
restricting, and at worse, prejudicial, teachers are part of the cause of the problem. To 
further complicate things, recent data suggests that teachers are often aware of their own 
complicity, and this awareness contributes not only to their increased likelihood of 
leaving the profession, but also to widespread rates of moral injury.665 These patterns 
reflect larger structures. Teachers are the effect of the failure in that they are accountable 
to administrators who are, in turn, accountable to governments who place limits on 
funding tied to particular pedagogical practices.  
Change in Schools  
This final analytic theme flows naturally from the last. It identifies opportunities 
where failures have been or could be overcome and/or new hopes realized via 
reformation of current structures, actions, or purposes. Here I find Tyack and Cuban’s 
argument in Tinkering Toward Utopia incredibly compelling. In terms of actual change, 
the volume and bombast of educational reform rhetoric matters little for actual change if 
it is not supported by wide-spread material changes, discussion, and coalition-building.  
The gap between the need for change and the resources needed to make that 
change is challenging, especially given that some of the most significant historical 
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influences that still affect schools today were brought about with enormous funding 
support. For example, in 1912, the Carnegie Foundation's recommendations for 
standardization and “seat time” hours came along with the 2019 equivalent of 
approximately 260 million dollars.666 The Foundation was not bribing American 
educators per se, but their support made it much easier for people to fund research, enact 
studies, and generally facilitate their perspectives being disseminated. Today, the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation spends almost twice that amount every single year, advocating 
for things like teachers being evaluated on the basis of student test scores,667 but they 
have no enforceable community accountability if their advocacy initiatives are not 
effective. Research in 2015 investigated the Gates Foundation’s advocacy efforts and is 
revealing. The authors of the report conclude: 
Foundations utilized two distinct strategies within their advocacy funding efforts. 
First, the foundations closely aligned themselves with high-level officials at the 
federal Department of Education. Second, they funded a broad range of education 
interest groups that provided testimony to policymakers, disseminated research, 
and promoted a common set of policy goals.668  
 
Regardless of what one thinks about the Gates Foundation, the point is that, 
without the capital of a Carnegie or a Gates, it is significantly harder to influence a large 
system like schooling with just good rhetoric and plentiful media coverage. This is to say, 
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one source of change within schooling is an enormous quantity of money coupled with a 
strong view of the way things ought to be. What the Carnegie Foundation did to 
champion “scientific business management,”669 others are doing today for their sense of 
the right way forward. Absent significant funding, to have any substantive chance of 
shifting the “grammar of schooling” 670 in an environment with such enormous donors, 
the only way forward has to involve coalition-building. Consequently, Tyack suggests 
that reform should “focus on ways to improve instruction from the inside out rather than 
the top down.”671 While civil rights era legislation did significantly change some 
dynamics within 20th-century schooling, that legislation rose from communal and 
national discourse, not the soapbox of a select few.672  
 Another complex source of change also has to do with the intersection of money 
and the American educational tensions between local and national control. A recent New 
York Times analysis revealed “hundreds of differences — some subtle, others extensive” 
between “eight commonly used American history textbooks in California and Texas, two 
of the nation’s largest markets.”673 While the book titles are the same, editorial decisions 
have been made to make the book more appealing to the constituencies in each state who 
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make the decision to order texts for the whole state. As an example, the California 
version of one book has a number of texts about gun laws, the 2nd amendment, and the 
historical context of the right to bear arms. There are places in the Texas book where the 
layout is nearly the same, but a number of those “info boxes” are simply absent.674  
On the one hand, I could imagine this being lauded as a manifestation of “local 
control” in places that would rather not discuss the historical context of the 2nd 
Amendment.675 On the other, submitting educational curricula to supply and demand 
forces related to how willing — or not — communities are to address certain topics 
seems like a disservice to our youth. The journalist who wrote that report is incisive: 
In a country that cannot come to a consensus on fundamental questions — how 
restricted capitalism should be, whether immigrants are a burden or a boon, to 
what extent the legacy of slavery continues to shape American life — textbook 
publishers are caught in the middle. On these questions and others, classroom 
materials are not only shaded by politics, but are also helping to shape a 
generation of future voters.676  
 
Schools are a central means by which future American culture and politics is shaped. The 
fact that regional biases that impact the economic bottom-line for textbook producers and 
thus the content of the texts concerns me, especially as the practice of modifying 
textbooks raises questions about other ways regional preferences might combine with 
economic factors to shift school practices. This issue raises a final note regarding change.  
With some lament, I recognize that one theme in this analysis reveals that 








schooling has tended to change when education is instrumentalized for some other 
concern. Attention increases when someone suggests with a military metaphor that the 
nation is at risk and that the state of educational affairs is tantamount to “an act of 
unthinking, unilateral educational disarmament.”677 Schools have sometimes become 
framed as a means by which to fight “godless communists” or al-Qaeda terrorists.678 This 
has indeed prompted change, as has “public education is a market,”679 but at what cost 
and to what end? This too requires additional reflection. 
 
Reflection and Transition 
In the spirit of transparency and researcher disclosure, I will confess that the scale 
and scope of the US educational system is daunting to me, even as I have been 
professionally involved as student, teacher, and researcher in schools for most of my 
adult life. This chapter was an attempt to recount and sort emerging analytic themes 
within the history and actions of schooling. My intent was to provide a thick description 
that not only elucidates schooling behaviors and their context(s), but also identifies areas 
that needed further exploration. The “thickness” of this description has been lengthy for 
reasons directly related to my goals for this dissertation.  
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 Few projects in the past have expressly addressed an American theology of 
education. As such, and because this dissertation approaches the topic in a practical 
theological manner, I have taken great pains to ground this study firmly within a nuanced 
and comprehensive exploration of American education. Allowing the practice of public 
education as a whole to be the site for reflection has meant that the area of focus is larger 
than it would have been if concerned only on particular issues, such as prayer in school, 
the teaching of evolution, or high-stakes testing. Because this project is intended to 
contribute to a full theology of education in the American context, a broad scope has been 
explored. Schools are a mirror of what the country is and what it wants to become. The 
scope, length, and detail of Part II is directly tied to my hope to portray the details of that 
mirror as adequately as possible. A thorough examination of schooling can contribute to 
thorough reflection on what the US longs for as a country and what it wants for its 
children. 
In an earlier draft of this section, I did some hand-wringing about the fact that I 
found little evidence of large scale support for “education for education’s sake.” 
Eventually, though, I realized that that category is essentially a hollow one. Education is 
always for something. The question is not whether or not it serves non-pedagogical 
purposes, but how those other purposes alter education and compete with one another for 
influence in the classroom and the hearts and minds of those involved. Whether education 
is framed as a tool for economic supremacy, moral development, religious validation, or 
any one of a number of other possibilities, these categories are not ulterior motives 




told about how to legitimate the value of education. They are not wholly external to the 
practice of schooling. They reside within it and are produced by it. They are part of the 
social imaginary that the practice of schooling creates and maintains. This point is 
expanded in Chapter 6.  
 This chapter has analyzed educational data within a sociological framework to 
understand and describe the actions of schooling and show some of the areas that merit 
further reflection. The first section of Chapter 5 is built on the description and lacunae 
highlighted in this chapter. I developed a human-subjects research study to explore the 
questions more thoroughly. The goal of that research is to deepen understandings of how 
people conceive of schooling. The findings also provide a way to ask if their conceptions 







INSIGHTS FROM SURVEY-BASED RESEARCH  
I see the intellectual life as necessary to the whole person, so to the extent 
that a holistic approach to education would be optimal for every student, I 
don't see spirituality or religion as separate spheres of human inquiry — it 
should all be integrated into learning. 
 
— Schooling the Imagination Survey Respondent #124  
 
The purpose of this chapter is to conclude the investigation of data on the patterns 
of action that comprise the practice of schooling in the US, doing so qualitative and 
quantitative analysis based on a survey designed for this project. Building on the 
thematization summary of Chapter 4, this research deepens an exploration of how people 
conceive of the goals of schooling and how those ends may relate to religious and 
spiritual dynamics. What this chapter does is to complete a description of the pattern of 
action that constitutes schooling. Recall that the operative definition of practice used in 
this project is (1) a pattern of action that is (2) situational, strategic, and embedded in 
misrecognition; and (3) maintains, creates, and/or disrupts a social imaginary by means of 
participating in it. This chapter provides contemporary data about how people think about 
education. In Chapter 6, this data, along with the other information from Part II, will be 
used to show how schooling fits with the second and third part of my definition of 
practice. 
Three primary purposes ground the explorations in this chapter. Moving from 




1. Descriptive: How do people describe the purpose of schooling and how — if at all 
— does the sampled population make connections between schooling and 
spirituality and/or religion?  
2. Confirmational: Is there any evidence in this new data to suggest the existence of 
the “Transformation Schema” frame developed in Chapter 4?  
3. Exploratory: To what extent — if at all — are there correlations between 
respondents’ perception and experience of religion and/or spirituality and their 
feeling and thoughts about schooling? 
This work takes inspiration from practical theologian Duncan Forrester’s 
comments that “public theology is best done in collaboration with people outside the 
academy” and that “theology itself is developed through engagement with the issues 
being addressed and in conversation with those who have experience of the issues.”680 
This research is also guided by David Tyack’s remark that substantive change in 
education will only take place as a result of “intense and continual public dialogue about 
the ends and means of schooling, including reexamination of cultural assumptions about 
what a ‘real school’ is and what sort of improved schooling could realize new 
aspirations.”681 Building on those assertions, this chapter is a window into perspectives 
from those outside the academy. A national survey (n=125) provides insights into the 
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perceptions of contemporary Americans, lending both descriptive and analytic depth to 
the study. The chapter proceeds in three sections. 
  First, the “Procedure” section describes the method of the research, including the 
rationale behind the design as well as the process by which the initial data was prepared 
for analysis. It also clarifies some of the limitations of the research. Second, the “Results 
and Interpretation” section explores the results of the research, sorting the discussion into 
sub-sections based on the three purposes noted above. Methodologically, the descriptive 
portion of the text is mostly a qualitative exploration, whereas the confirmational piece is 
quantitative, and the exploratory research is a qualitative and quantitative mixed-method 
design developed for this project. Finally, the “Discussion of Findings” section ends the 
chapter with an additional interpretation of the data and some considerations of ways 
future research might be developed based on this design. 
Procedure 
Research began via seven interviews with people in leadership roles in 
organizations whose work directly related to the intersection of spirituality and/or 
religion with public education. The guiding questions for the interviews were developed 
based on an initial review of the literature in Chapters 3 and 4. While conducting those 
interviews, I decided that my intentions would be better met by having the basis of my 
study grounded in a survey rather than in long-form interviews. Due to the time needed to 
complete the interviews and the limited data that emerged from them, I concluded that 




after completing the interviews, I developed the “Schooling the Imagination Survey,” an 
online survey instrument that collected three types of data based on my goals for the 
research and the initial responses received in the interviews.682 The survey was added as 
an amendment to the IRB that had already been approved. 
Research Design 
The survey collected (1) demographic data (including information about religious 
practice); (2) open-ended written responses about schools, education, and values; and (3) 
psychometric quantitative data about respondents’ perception and experience of religion 
and/or spirituality.683  The design was intended to get a mix of qualitative and 
quantitative data related to the content summarized in Chapter 4, thematized by Brint’s 
seven facets of analysis. 684 For example, Brint identifies that educational sociologists 
generally state three contemporary purposes for schooling: cultural transmission, 
socialization, and social selection. While there is ample sociological evidence to 
demonstrate the existence of these purposes, the survey seeks to discover the extent to 
which these purposes are part of the perspectives held by the respondents. The 
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psychometric questions on the survey were included to provide data and potential 
conclusions related to the exploratory purposes of the research. 
Demographic Data 
The demographic information in the survey contained relatively standard 
information such as gender, race, and age; however, it also included categories that were 
highly contextualized for this research. For example, respondents were asked about their 
current religious or spiritual practice, whether they had ever been a teacher, whether they 
had children and, if so, whether their children had gone to public school.  
 
Written Responses  
The open-ended questions on the survey were primarily designed to provide 
insight into respondents’ thoughts about schooling and education. For example, “In your 
own words, what would you say that public schools are for? What is the purpose of 
public schools?” This section as a whole seeks to see if the sociological evidence 
addressed in Chapter 4 was expressed by a sample population that is likely unfamiliar 
with that literature. For example, one of the persistent structures identified in that 
research is that punctuality is usually stressed in the grammar of school. 685 This research 
was designed to see if respondents also noted aspects like this as key to schooling. 
Discussion about interpreting differences between survey responses and Chapter 4 will be 
offered in the close to this chapter.  
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 Important to note is the fact that none of the first eight questions in the schooling 
section mentioned spirituality or religion. Only in the last and ninth question is such a 
linkage made. This choice was made to limit priming effects, which can occur when 
concepts are introduced earlier in surveys.686 The last question in this section was: “In 
your opinion, how — if at all — are spirituality and/or religion related to education? Or, 
to come at it another way, is education related at all with spirituality and/or religion?” 
Responses to this question are at the core of this current project and contribute toward the 
descriptive goal of this research.  
In addition to the nine open-ended questions directly related to schooling, three 
others are asked in the “Values and Culture” section of the survey, intended to provide a 
basis for comparison to discover if any discernible connections exist between what 
people thought about citizenship in relation to religion and education. For example, if it 
were the case that all those polled who thought that the most significant aspect of being a 
good citizen meant being obedient to laws also thought that religion ought to be more 
central in public schooling, this information would warrant reflection and analysis.  
 
Quantitative Data  
The quantitative portions of the survey had four separate measures. First, in the 
Schooling section, I developed a set of four Likert-type scale questions related to the 
effects that people thought schooling had on children. These questions were based on 
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aspects of the Transformation Schema concept that was developed in Chapter 4 and were 
used for a confirmational analysis that will be addressed in greater detail below.  
In the Religion and/or Spirituality section, there were three different survey 
instruments employed that were developed by other researchers. All were Likert-type 
scale questions. The Duke University Religion Index (DUREL) is a five-question 
instrument and was used for a brief measure of “organizational religious activity, non-
organizational religious activity, and intrinsic religiosity.”687 The DUREL was modified 
to revise each reference to “religion” to “religion and/or spiritual practice.” Given 
emerging trends regarding how millennials and Gen-Z generations related to organized 
religion,688 I wanted to be sure to adjust the measure to account for greater possible 
engagement with those for whom religion might seem too narrow of a category for 
reflection. 
The Multidimensional Quest Orientation Scale (MQOS) is a measure of the 
respondents’ “religious orientation to Quest.” 689 In this context, “Quest” is a 
psychological construct which “involves honestly facing existential questions in all their 
complexity, while at the same time resisting clear-cut, pat answers.”690 It was used in 
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place of the unidimensional Bateson measure of Quest, as research has suggested the 
construct is more complex than the single dimensional scale can effectively measure.691 
The MQOS is a 62 item, nine-measure scale with each dimension separately assessed. 
Each dimension is rated on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 7 
(Strongly Agree). The survey only used the following eight sub-scales, not including the 
measure for “ecumenism.”692 
 
Table 5.01: Quest Sub-Scale Descriptions 
Dimension of Quest: Conceptual Description: 
Tentativeness Emphasis on religious questions over definitive answers and the view 
that doubt is a positive experience. 
Change  
 
Openness to changing religious views over time and the continued 
scrutiny of currently held beliefs. 
Universality  
 








Emphasis on the moral or spiritual meaning of sacred texts over their 
historical or scientific accuracy. 
Religious Angst  Degree of emotional experiences of isolation, anxiety, doubt, and 
other negative emotions in one’s religious journey. 
Complexity  Emphasis on complex or philosophical views on religious matters 
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 versus simple and black and white views. 
Existential Motives  
 
Degree to which the existential concerns of finding a purpose or 
meaning in life motivate religious behavior. 
 
This survey used modified language for measures to make the instrument more broadly 
applicable, similar to the changes made to the DUREL. For example, where the original 
instrument has a question with the statement “I feel that reading the Biblical stories in a 
literal way misses their deeper spiritual meaning,” I have modified it to read, “I feel that 
reading scripture in a literal way misses its deeper spiritual meaning.” Both the DUREL 
and the MQOS are central to the exploratory analysis and will be discussed in detail 
below.  
 Finally, from the World Values Survey, the survey uses a list-based question, 
asking participants to assess the importance of ten qualities that children can be 
encouraged to learn at home.693 No information from this portion of the survey was used 
in the final study, as analysis was already significantly complex without this data. As an 
initial and exploratory survey, the scope was broader than necessary. After the first level 
of analysis I discovered that this data was less related to the central research questions of 
the project. In future research, I will likely not include this measure. 
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Participants and Sample 
Initial plans were for 200 people to complete the survey, which would allow for 
complex statistical analysis. The survey was open to anyone over the age of 18 who lived 
in the US. Snowball sampling was used, whereby the survey invitation was sent to 
individuals in social networks accessible to me, and those individuals were asked to 
invite others as well. 694 Particular attention was paid toward having both teachers and 
non-teachers take the survey. After three rounds of invitations with a declining response 
rate, I closed the sample at 127 people. Two respondents failed to complete the survey 
and were excluded from the analysis. While I did not initially think that a sample of 125 
would be sufficiently large enough to allow for statistical tests like factor analysis, I 
decided I simply would have to proceed with the responses I had. I later learned of 
research that suggested, given some of the particular dynamics of the survey, that factor 
analysis was possible, so I was able to proceed regardless.  
Detailed demographic data is available upon request, but a few descriptive 
patterns are important to note. Respondents were from 29 states, and the sample had a 
nearly even mix of rural, suburban, and urban respondents. However, the sample skewed 
heavily toward the northeast, with more than 50% of the sample coming from either MA, 
NY, or NJ. It was also heavily skewed toward respondents from the Religious Society of 
Friends (Quakers), with nearly ⅓ of all respondents identifying themselves this way, 
profoundly out of proportion to Friends’ presence in the general population of the US 
                                                          
 




(.02%).695 Both of these skews can be attributed to my own social location and networks, 
which are significantly tied to northeastern Quakers. Racially, the sample was also 
heavily skewed toward those identifying as White (84.1%), a factor likely influenced by 
the heavily Quaker sample, a tradition which in the US is almost entirely comprised of 
individuals of European descent.  
Data Processing 
Once the survey was closed, the data was copied into separate secure files, 
stripping names from the survey responses for anonymity. The total sample size for 
analysis was 125. Qualitative data (written short answer responses) was processed first, 
followed by the quantitative (Likert-style scale responses). Below is a description of how 
the data was coded, scored, and prepared as first steps in the qualitative and statistical 
analyses.  
Qualitative Coding 
The qualitative data included all open-ended responses on the survey. On average, 
these responses were approximately 41 words long; however, they revealed significant 
variance depending on the respondent and the question. All text-based responses were 
entered into NVivo 12 and were coded via emergent and inductive data-driven coding.696 
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Initial codes were created based on ‘‘in vivo’’ labels, using actual words from a 
participant’s answer to determine early category codes, editing them for fit as the sample 
coding proceeded.697 As additional responses were coded, codes were sometimes 
changed, merged, or nested. Each response was considered as a whole and could be 
coded multiple times depending on the response. As an example, the table below shows 
full responses and codes to the survey question, “In your opinion, what are some of the 
qualities, values, or habits that public schools promote in students? (VHSP)” 
 
Table 5.02: VHSP Sample Responses and Codes 
Entire Response Initial Code(s) Final Code(s)  
VHSP51.  
study skills, curiosity, 
hopefully teamwork and 
community 




● Academic Skills 
● Curiosity 






survival and praise, to avoid 
critical thinking and instead 
regurgitate answers, that 
education is not a lifelong 
process but instead is an 
"achievement" that is grade 
and graduation-related, to 
avoid creativity / risk / 
expression unless you know 
it will be praised, to think 
● Obedience/Compliance 
● Avoid Critical Thinking 
● Learning for Goals not 
Process 
● Take less Risks 
● World is Black and White 
● Obedience and 
Conformity 
● Rote Memorization 
and Standardized 
Tests 
● Goal over Process 
 
                                                          
 




on a binary (good or bad, 
pass or fail, etc.) 
VHSP88.  
An appreciation for equality 
of opportunity in an 
atmosphere of competition. 
Also, an exposure to a 
diversity of experience, 
socioeconomic economic 
class, religious views and 
ethnic diversity. 
● Equality (Appreciation of) 
● Atmosphere of 
Competition 
● Diversity (exposure to) 
 
 






Each written-response survey question was coded in a batch with all 125 responses being 
coded in one sitting. At least one day passed before another survey question was coded 
and I did not review the codes from the previous question before beginning. For each 
question I started from basic “in vivo” coding, building up through changing, merging, or 
nesting anew for each question’s codes.  
 
Quantitative Scoring and Assignment 
The data from both the survey’s Likert-like and open-response questions, was 
prepared in two ways for more thorough analysis. First, on both the DUREL and MQOS 
measures, participant responses had to be scored. For example, after processing the 56 
MQOS-related questions on the survey, there was a single value for each of the eight sub-
scales tested. After scoring, I inputted all data into the statistics software, “SPSS,” 
including for each person in the sample their demographic information, the “Intrinsic 




 Second, to prepare for statistical analysis of the open-ended questions, each 
qualitative code that appeared in more than 10% of the sample was assigned a label value 
and inputted into the statistic software connected to each respondent, such that the value 
“0” meant that the person had not said anything that was coded that way and “1” meant 
that they had. For example, one of the open-ended questions was, “If money wasn't an 
issue, what are some of the things about public schools that you think should change? 
Why?” All response codes connected to this question that appeared in the responses of 
more than 12 people were labeled “CaS” (Change about School) and assigned a short 
category description. For CaS there were eight: 
 




Coded this Way 
(N=125) 
CaS-Class Sizes (Smaller)  33 
CaS-Material Student Support (More) 33 
CaS-Creativity and The Arts (More) 28 
CaS-Individualization to Student Needs (More) 24 
CaS-Standardized Tests (Less) 19 
CaS-Teacher Pay (More) 19 
CaS- Practical and Vocational Skills (More) 15 





Each of the 28 people whose response to the CaS survey question was coded “Creativity 
and the Arts” was assigned a value of “1” for the variable “CaSCreativityMore.”698 Each 
of the 97 respondents whose answers were not coded that way was assigned “0.” This 
process was done for every one of the open-ended questions, resulting in 52 separate 0 or 
1 variables divided across the nine open-ended questions used from the survey. Preparing 
the data this way allowed for some of the exploratory statistical calculations discussed 
below.  
Results and Interpretation 
This section contains reports on the results of the “Schooling the Imagination 
Survey,” doing so guided by the three purposes discussed above: descriptive, 
confirmational, and exploratory. Initial interpretation of the results for each purpose will 
be addressed in this section, with broader concluding reflections contained in the chapter 
conclusion. 
Descriptive Analysis 
The research question that guided this portion of the study functionally has two 
parts “(1) How do people describe the purpose of schooling and (2) how — if at all — 
does the sampled population make connections between schooling and spirituality and/or 
religion?” The portions of the survey that pertain to this question are fairly straight 
                                                          
 
698 Recall as noted above that a respondent’s answer could be coded into multiple categories. As such, an 




forward and do not entail any substantive quantitative analysis. Part one, “The Purpose of 
School,” is answered by two separate survey questions and part two, “Schooling-
Spirituality Connections,” by a single other question. First, information pertaining to 
perceptions of the purpose of school is considered, followed by data about how 
respondents perceive of the connection between spirituality and schooling. The following 
analysis separates parts one and two, beginning each by sharing the entirety of the 
generated codes for each relevant survey question then going into greater detail about 
what the results may reveal. 
 
The Purpose of School 
Below are data pertaining to the questions about how respondents understood the 
purpose of schools (PSS) and what values and habits schooling produces (VHSP). When 
asked what the purpose of school is, respondents gave the answers that were coded into 
PSS.699 When asked about qualities, values, or habits, respondents gave the answers that 
were coded in VHSP. Full tables of coding responses to the questions are available in the 
appendix. Below are two charts that include all the codes that had more than 12 people. 
There were many codes that only had only a few responses coded at them, so including 
them here would both prove unwieldy and representative of only a small fraction of the 
sample. 
                                                          
 
699 One potential weakness of the survey to note is that after it was completed I realized that the wording of 
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thinking of what they understand the purposes to be while others responded thinking of how the schools 











Figure 5.02: VHSP Top Responses Chart 
 
Note in particular, four interesting qualities to the data. 
The first quality of the data to address is that the categories overlap in some 
expected ways. For example, one of the clearest responses in the entire survey was that 
the purpose of schools was to help students acquire content knowledge. Representative 
responses here were “To become educated in academics, and also to learn social skills, 
and to prepare me for college” and “Giving students a free and appropriate education that 
will give them skills in literacy, math, history, arts, science, and interpersonal 




vote, work, and enjoy an adult life.”700 Similarly, the third most common code in the 
VHSP responses is “Academic Excellence.” Representative responses here are “To read 
and write, the thinking process, breadth and scope of knowledge,” and “Ability to work 
with others; ability to listen, to research ideas and to think accurately.” Similar 
connections exist between PSS’s “Social and Emotional Skills” and VHSP’s 
“Cooperation and Teamwork.” 
A second quality found in the data is that, while the above overlaps are not 
insignificant, it is worth reflecting on the presence of highly-frequent VHSP codes like 
“Diversity (Exposure to and Appreciation of)” and “Obedience and Conformity” that do 
not so easily slot into PSS category codes. This is not particularly remarkable. After all, 
one question is about purpose, and the other is about values and habits that schools 
promote. What warrants additional reflection, however, is the relationship between what 
is represented by the PSS and VHSP answers. Eliot Eisner’s work is useful in interpreting 
these responses. 
Recall Eisner’s argument from Chapter 4 in which schooling ought to be 
considered not just in terms of its explicitly voiced goals, but also through the recognition 
of latent ideologies that manifest in the ways “day-to-day operations inculcate and tacitly 
express beliefs and values.”701 This idea is something that he terms the “implicit 
curriculum” of a school. 
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The implicit curriculum of the school is what it teaches because of the kind of 
place it is… Although these features are seldom publicly announced, they are 
intuitively recognized by parents, students, and teachers. And because they are 
salient and pervasive features of schooling, what they teach may be among the 
most important lessons a child learns.702 
 
Following from this line of reasoning, the PSS codes can be thought of as the sample’s 
understanding of the explicit curriculum of American public schooling. VHSP codes 
which do not readily appear to slot into the PSS codes are nonetheless “important lessons 
a child learns” and can be read as the sample’s understanding of part of the implicit 
curriculum. While the PSS responses are directly connected to the purpose of schooling, 
the latent, or implicit curriculum, of the school shapes the values and habits of students.  
 The third quality of the data, and related to the second, is that the top two PSS 
responses were among the highest response rates of any codes among all questions. The 
“Content Knowledge” code at 78 responses was the fourth most common code out of all 
codes created across all questions. “Preparation for Adulthood and Societal Life” at 52 
responses is also in the top quartile of the most common codes. This result constitutes at 
least some support for the idea that the PSS codes are related to the more explicit 
curriculum: they are the aspects of schooling that are “publicly announced” and, as such, 
are more clearly able to be recalled and used as a response. Relatedly, the PSS code 
results are resonant with the ratio of responses from the PDK national polling about the 
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purpose of school from a much larger sample than mine (N=2,389).703 This suggests that 
the sample for this study is not significantly divergent from national trends. 
 The fourth quality is that there is internal tension both within and between PSS 
and VHSP codes. For example, diversity and community appear as highly-coded values 
that schools promote, but they are alongside “Obedience and Conformity.” Illustratively, 
both responses below are from the VHSP survey question. 
VHSP77. My high school promoted values of scholarship, hard-work, a growing 
LGBTQ-accepting environment (back in the 1990's it was called "Gay-Straight 
Alliance), and some academic competitiveness which I thought to be quite 
shallow and a distraction from developing meaningful connection with my peers. 
In schools that I have taught at there was less of an emphasis on academic 
achievement and more about group cooperation and civic engagement. Probably a 
balance of my experience as a student and the public school I taught at is ideal. 
 
VHSP70. As systems, I found public schools to be a deeply and thoroughly 
dehumanizing experience. Students were monetized units not human beings. 
Teachers were underpaid and underappreciated. Administrators were set up to 
fail. School boards were aloof. This appears to have worsened in the last 20 years, 
as my current city's public schools are further institutionalized this kind of 
existence. 
 
Relatedly, we see “Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving” as well as “Creativity and 
Imagination” as important purposes to school at the same time we find the sample 
naming that schools promote obedience and conformity. This is conceptualized in two 
ways. First, as addressed above, if concepts of implicit and explicit curricula are 
presumed, then these tensions reveal the internal conflict within the practice of schooling 
that emerges as a result of discordant aspects of the different curricula. Alternatively, 
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another way to consider this tension is to recognize that PSS responses tend to be 
idealized. The goals of any institution are aspirational and shape norms and hopes. As 
such, it is not particularly surprising that some of the VHSP codes are in tension with 
PSS ones. Human systems rarely live up to the highest standards of our hopes, and the 
dissonance between these categories may be one way that gap manifests in the data. In 
either framing, there does seem to be supportive evidence for the idea, as presented in 
Chapter 4, that tensions in American schooling, present from its inception, still persist.  
 
Schooling-Spirituality Connections 
Below are data pertaining to the questions about how education is connected to 
religion and/or spirituality. As above, a full table of coding responses to the question are 
available in the appendix. The chart below represents all the coded responses that 
occurred for more than 10% of the sample. Once again, responses to these questions are 
among the highest rate of coding in the entire sample: these codes occurred in large 
percentages of the sample. Some of that is likely due to the “Yes or No” nature of the 
question, which primes a particular type of response. However, given (a) clear 
distinctions made between different types of “Yes” responses, and (b) the presence of the 
spontaneously arising “It Depends” category, it would seem that the high response rates 
are not only due to the question format. Of particular interest for the project as a whole 






Figure 5.03: ERS Top Responses Chart  
 
The majority of responses that were coded at “Not Connected” were brief, such as “No 
relation that I could or can discern,” “I think they are, but not in public schools,” or “It 
wasn't in any of my K-12 experience.” Others framed their answers in terms of explicit, 
confessional religion. A representative response of this type is below. 
ERS63. No. OK, seperation [sic] of church and state is one of those fundamental 
American values that goes along with our religious liberty. Any overt religious or 
spiritual element to schooling is inevitably going to be sectarian. Even supposedly 
non-denominational things like school prayer, in our society, cannot help turning 
out Protestant Christian. 
 
While the phrase “spiritual element” is used, the closing of the response re-centers a 
concept of religion directly connected to a particular set of historical beliefs or practices, 
“Protestant Christianity.” As shown below, this is quite a different approach than 
responses coded at “Inherently Connected,” whose framings of the category “religion 
and/or spirituality” tend toward a broader understanding of the concept. Interestingly, the 
code “Connected in Practice” was applied to responses that also tended toward a 




The code “Connected in Practice” is used to categorize responses that 
acknowledge there is a connection between education and spirituality and/or religion, but 
name the connection as occurring by means of some specific content or technique. Below 
are exemplary responses that were coded at ERS — Connected in Practice. 
ERS86. I think it would be good for kids, by the end of high school, to be 
introduced to all the religions of the world, as well as to all the cultures of the 
world, and to history in general, but with care not to be biased to any one over 
others. 
 
ERS111. It is impossible to remove "religion" from education. There are biblical 
references in so many of the founders' writings and in most of the art work of 
early Western culture. The right to education is a product of Western culture. 
Western culture should be emphasized and examination of the culture should be 
examined with original writings. 
 
ERS46. A full education for the individual—yes, but this needs to be part of what 
families teach. The public schools cannot and should not be in the domain of 
teaching dogma. I fully support mindfulness with body movement, breathing 
techniques, and quiet centering times. 
 
ERS51. activities such as mindfulness, yoga, silence, creativity are proving to be 
an asset to learning styles and helping children/students.  
 
ERS117. We cannot stop teachers and students from bringing their religious 
identities into public schools. Religion or religious world view is always a part of 
public education whether we think it should be there or not.  
 
ERS86 and ERS111 above name connections to religion coming as a result of “the 
religions of the world,” “history,” and “biblical references.” Such responses seem to refer 
to the presence of religion via content that might be reasonably labeled as “religious 
studies.” ERS46 and ERS51 seem to identify the connection via reference to 
“mindfulness” and various practices such as “quiet centering times” and “yoga.” These 
latter responses seem to identify the presence of spirituality via the content of “spiritual 




beliefs of “teachers and students” who bring the identities into school. The connection is 
made because of individuals who influence education not because of something inherent 
within education itself. This type is notably less present in the sample than the other two.  
In all five of these instances, the connection between spirituality and education 
was made via some specific content or practice, not directly from education itself as a 
concept. An intermediary object (Biblical references in content knowledge, yoga, 
religious identity of teachers, etc.) forms the bridge between schooling and spirituality. 
This is the difference between “Connected in Practice” and “Inherently Connected.” 
Below are exemplary responses that were coded at ERS — Inherently Connected. 
ERS67. Yes. I would put spirituality in the same bucket as arts. It’s a way of 
knowing that there is more than one path - moral and ethical orientation to the 
world is a key part of being an effective human. I've developed more spiritual, 
moral, and ethical principles as an adult than I did as a kid going to church. 
 
ERS10. Religion and spirituality are part of the foundations for how we view and 
act in the world, and therefore they shape the way we participate in and learn from 
schooling 
 
ERS33. Spirituality/religion is a lens through which much information can be 
digested. It provides a mental structure that allows students to absorb new 
knowledge. Depending on that perspective, it can lead to excitement/curiosity in 
some areas, as well as distancing one's self from learning that does not align with 
the comfortable structure. 
 
ERS59. I'd say that education is itself a spiritual discipline, and one of the most 
essential for us to become the people God wills for us to become. 
 
ERS5. The fundamental concept of education, or intelligence, or the expanding 
and introspective mind, is the fundamental basis of any human spirituality. 
 
ERS124. I see the intellectual life as necessary to the whole person, so to the 
extent that a holistic approach to education would be optimal for every student, I 
don't see spirituality or religion as separate spheres of human inquiry — it should 





Here we see framings where education and spirituality are presumed to overlap 
much more closely than in the earlier quotes. In the first three responses above, 
spirituality is “a way of knowing,” “a lens,” and a “foundation” for how we “view and act 
in the world.” Viewed from a rhetorical perspective, these answers use spirituality / 
religion as the “target domain” and detail some characteristics about them via reference 
to the “source domain” of seeing or knowing.704 The target domain is more abstract and is 
metaphorically explained in more concrete and bodily terms by referencing sense 
experience. These responses seem to suggest that education is connected to religion 
because education is about perception and knowing about the world, which for religious 
people is inherently connected to spirituality. 
Alternatively, in ERS59 and ERS5, education is “itself a spiritual discipline” and 
“the fundamental basis of any human spirituality.” Here education is the starting target 
domain, and it is having aspects of spirituality transferred to it. In ERS124, the 
respondent makes an explicit claim that “spirituality… should be integrated into 
learning.” In all instances that fit into the “Inherently Connected” code, direct linkages 
are made between education and spirituality / religion. In this view, education and 
spirituality are themselves constitutively connected and do not require an intermediary 
bridging object (Biblical referenced in content knowledge, yoga, religious identity of 
teachers, etc.) to explain why they are related.  
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Reflection on the Descriptive Results of the Study 
The research question that guided this portion of the study had two parts “(1) How do 
people describe the purpose of schooling and (2) how — if at all — does the sampled 
population make connections between schooling and spirituality and/or religion?” While 
there were some strident outliers in the skeptical direction — “for building good 
workers/servants for the capitalist machines” that “shave away individuality, squash 
dissent, and compel obedience to those in power” (PSS59) — largely the responses were 
resonant with extant research as discussed in Chapter 3 and 4. From a methodological 
perspective, this result serves as a kind of data-triangulation with the content from 
Chapters 3 and 4.705 Historical and sociological data also suggest that the purpose of 
schooling has been contested. This is not a remarkable finding, but it does serve to 
ground and legitimate the sample for some of the other analysis which is more 
sophisticated and potentially significant. Results pertaining to the connection of 
schooling to spirituality/religion were more noteworthy. 
To be frank, I was surprised to find such significant survey evidence that appears 
resonant with the position that “education itself is essentially religious.”706 Though that 
concept emerges as a robust theme throughout the literature referenced in the rest of Part 
II, it was conceivable that such a position would not be held by people outside of 
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sociology or religious education. I had begun to think about how to explain what it meant 
that the educational theory of Harris, Eisner, Whitehead, and Moore was framed as 
deeply connecting education and religion when the survey did not suggest it was the case. 
The results of coding the ERS question showed another dynamic entirely. That such a 
substantial majority of people in the sample already think about schooling in terms of 
education and/or religion is both surprising and welcome.707 One of the consequences of 
this in terms of the larger project is that Part III of the dissertation can build from a 
presumption of an existing linkage known to be prevalent in the sample. Rather than 
needing to explain why theological reflection might be relevant for a public theology 
when no one in the public seems to think there is any connection between schooling and 
religion, based on this study, it is viable to proceed assuming that such a connection is 
already in place for much of the public.  
This is not to say that the particular language of “public theology” or “theological 
reflection” is something that the survey respondents would explicitly identify as useful 
categories for thinking about schooling. This seems unlikely; however, there does seem 
to be an underlying quality to the sample’s responses that suggests the applicability and 
relevance of those categories. Part of the larger trajectory of this project is to suggest that 
language about religion and theology might be a useful expansion of the vocabulary used 
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in thinking about education. The evidence considered here provides grounds for such a 
move. 
The exploratory questions to be addressed later have already surfaced in the 
discussion so far. For example, it was noted that the ways respondents framed their ideas 
about “religion and/or spirituality” differed substantially between those who claimed 
there was a connection and those who said there was not. The exploratory analysis below 
reveals if there are any discernible patterns between who answered a particular way and 
any measured traits such as whether or not they have been a teacher or their experience of 
religion. Before moving to the exploratory portion, however, the confirmational analysis 
must be addressed, results of which are part of later exploratory calculations. 
Confirmational Analysis 
The research question that guided this portion of the study was clear. Is there any 
additional evidence to suggest the existence of the “Transformation Schema” (TS) frame 
developed in Chapter 4? The analysis related to this question is quantitative and the 
answer is clear and affirmative. Ample statistical support exists to demonstrate that TS as 
a construct is valid and that it is well assessed by the “Transformation Schema Scale” 
(TSS), which has internal consistency reliability.708  
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The survey had four questions about how the respondents thought schools 
influenced various aspects of student traits and non-school life. The questions were based 
on content representative of the orientation framed as the TS from Chapter 4. Recall that 
the Transformation Schema is an orientation that presumes schools ought to be creative 
places in which students engage with imagination to “re-create the world”709 beyond the 
school, transforming it into a more “just and loving community.”710 Below are the four 
related questions from the survey along with the variable assigned to each set of 
responses.  
TS_Creativity 
In your opinion, what influence do you think that public schools have on student 
creativity and imagination?  
Scaled from: 1 = It discourages and decreases it  
To: 7 = It supports and increases it 
 
TS_OtherConcern 
In your opinion, what influence do public schools have on the way students think 
about themselves in relation to other people? 
Scaled from: 1 = It makes them care about themselves more than others 
To: 7 = It makes them care about others more than themselves  
 
TS_ChangeOriented 
In your opinion, what influence do you think that public schools have on the way 
that students think about change in society? 
Scaled from: 1 = It makes them think change should be avoided 
To: 7 = It makes them think change is important  
 
TS_LifeOutsideSchool 
In your opinion, how relevant is what happens in school to life outside school? 
Scaled from: 1 = Not relevant at all  
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To: 7 = Entirely relevant  
 
Conceptually, the idea was to create sets of questions that each referred to an aspect of 
TS, allowing for the possibility of statistical testing to determine if the data supports the 
existence of the Transformation Schema Scale (TSS) as a reliable construct measure. If 
statistical analysis on these measures yielded a result that suggested that these questions 
taken as a group have a high reliability (in terms of internal consistency) and validity (in 
terms of unidimensionality), it would support the claim that the TTS provides evidence 
that TS as a concept exists not only in the theory of academics but also in the minds of 
the sample respondents. 711  Two separate statistical analyses were calculated, a principal 
component analysis (PCA) and a reliability test using Cronbach’s α. If both analyses are 
performed on the set of responses and the results are statistically significant, the results 
support the validity and reliability of the Transformation Schema. 
 
Principal Component Analysis (PCA) 
The PCA is used to suggest the reliability of the assertion that the set of data has a 
unidimensionality and the reliability provides “a measure of the internal consistency of a 
test or scale,” describing “the extent to which all the items in a test measure the same 
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concept or construct.”712 While some researchers suggest the need for an N>300 for 
adequate testing of the dimensionality of a data set, Osborne and Costello have shown 
that while the total N matters, it matters less “when subject:item ratio is low.” 713 
Consequently, given a large subject:item ratio, “results will be more reliable.”714 In 
Osborne and Costello’s data, the median subject to item ratio was 3.5 (with a range of 
1.04:1 to 27.78:1).715 In the data set for this dissertation’s survey, the ratio is 125:4 or 
31.25:1, which is very high, suggesting a reliable analysis even though N=125. As a 
result, a PCA analysis was deemed a viable procedure and done with the statistical 
analysis software, SPSS. PCA results indicated that correlations between items were 
sufficiently large to warrant continued PCA analysis.716  
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Table 5.04: TSS Sub-Scale KMO Value 
 
An initial analysis yielded eigenvalues for each component in the data. One component 
had eigenvalues over Kaiser’s criterion of 1 and in combination explained 56.70% of the 
variance. The scree plot was also clear and showed an inflection that justified retaining 
only one component as well. This is expected as the TSS questions were designed to 




Figure 5.04: TSS Sub-Scale Scree Plot
 





Table 5.05: TSS Sub-Scale PCA Values  
 
All items load onto the TS Component at significant values with TS_OtherConcern being 
the most determinative, though barely more so than TS_Creativity. This suggests that the 
concept of a Transformation Schema is a unidimensional construct that can be validly 
assessed by the four survey questions in TSS. This is an excellent result. However, to be 
able to affirm the reliability of the items to each measure aspects of TS requires another 
test. The statistical analysis used for this process was a reliability test using Cronbach’s α 




Reliability Testing (RT) 
As mentioned above, RTs using Cronbach’s α “provide a measure of the internal 
consistency of a test or scale,” describing “the extent to which all the items in a test 
measure the same concept or construct.”717 The higher the alpha score, the greater the 
likelihood that the items being tested measure the same construct, in this case, TS. 
Acceptable values of alpha range from 0.70 to 0.95.718 All four of the survey questions 
were tested with the results, as in Table 5.06.  
Table 5.06: TSS Sub-Scale Cronbach’s α Values 
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The results of the RT return a Cronbach α of .735, which is in the acceptable range. 
 Ideally, each of the items in the test (each set of responses to each question) ought 
to have a high correlation between itself and the construct. This is not the case for 
TS_LifeOutsideSchool, which has a Corrected Item-Total Correlation (.372) substantially 
below the others. While .372 is still significant, this result suggests that while the four 
items taken together do measure the same concept or construct, they would measure it 
better without that item. This is also seen in the column “Cronbach’s Alpha if Item 
Deleted,” which shows that if TS_LifeOutsideSchool is removed from the test, the 
calculated value will be α = .764, which is above the .735 of the current test. However, 
when TS_LifeOutsideSchool is removed from the construct, and the PCA is re-run, the 
KMO returned is .684, only a “mediocre”719 value compared to the PCA result with all 
four items retained (KMO = .735). Even though it is substantially less relevant than the 
other measures, the analysis of the data suggests that (1) the .372 Corrected Item-Total 
Correlation value of TS_LifeOutsideSchool shows at least a moderate relationship to TS 
and (2) the KMO value for the PCA is notably higher with the all four items in the 
calculations. Consequently, TS_LifeOutsideSchool was left in as part of the TSS 
calculations and conclusions. 
The TSS instrument is considered to be both significantly valid for face and 
content validity as a unidimensional measure based on the four items TS_Creativity, 
TS_OtherConcern, TS_ChangeOriented, and TS_LifeOutsideSchool. It is also internally 
                                                          
 




reliable, suggesting that TSS consistently measures a person’s orientation toward the 
Transformation Schema. In less technical terms, the data suggest that (a) a concept which 
could reasonably be called a “Transformation Schema” exists in the understanding of 
those who answered the four survey questions based on Chapter 4 and that (b) the TSS 
instrument is a reasonable assessment of a person’s resonance with that concept. 
 
Reflection on the Confirmational Results of the Study 
The research question that guided this portion of the study was clear. Is there any 
additional evidence to suggest the existence of the “Transformation Schema” (TS) frame 
developed in Chapter 4? The conclusions are affirmative. Even without additional 
modeling, the success of the PCA and RT analysis alone is exciting. It represents the 
statistical substantiation of a theoretical concept derived from a thematized literature 
review. Not every concept theorized must be supported by an empirical measure. 
Nonetheless, the confirmation value is important in showing that ideas from extant 
theoretical literature are supported by evidence from new quantitative data. Beyond 
simply finding empirical support for the TSS as a measure of a Transformation Schema, 
another level of discovery is also important. 
 With the successful legitimization of TSS, that measure can now be used in 
additional statistical exploration. For example, respondents could each be assigned a new 
variable “TSS,” which was calculated based on the sum of their TS_ questions item 




between the TSS and other types of demographic, psychometric, and dichotomously 
coded open-response data. This is precisely the content explored in the next section. 
Exploratory Analysis 
The research question that guided this portion of the research was “to what extent 
— if at all — do correlations exist between respondents’ perception and experience of 
religion and/or spirituality and their feelings and thoughts about schooling?” It was the 
riskiest type of analysis because the research design could not guarantee any worthwhile 
data. While I knew that the survey would return useful descriptive data about the sample, 
the potential of the exploratory data to yield significant results was less predictable.  
Conceptually, the design was to take all the assigned variables (extracted from the 
demographic data, psychometric data, newly validated TSS data, and open-ended coding) 
and see if any discernible patterns or relationships could be identified between them or 
between components of them. Recall that this statistical process was made possible 
because, after having completed the qualitative coding, I identified a new variable for 
every code where N>12 and assigned every respondent a “1” if their answer fit a 
particular code and an “0” if not. This allowed me to compare and contrast the results of 
qualitative data questions with quantitative ones. The bivariate correlation and Pearson’s 





Relationship Analysis through Bivariate Correlation Testing (BCT)  
The bivariate correlation is a statistical technique used to determine the existence of 
relationships between two different variables. It shows how much one variable changes 
when another changes and vice-versa. It can be run with both ordinal and nominal 
variables in the same test. However, nominal variables must be dichotomous and cannot 
have more than two values (i.e., Coded/Not-Coded). Given these possibilities, I ran a 
large BCT test through SPSS, inputting every feasible variable (74 total) in the dataset to 
detect if there were any relationships that appeared to be significantly related. The 
resulting matrix was 74x74 and contained 2738 relevant cells of calculations, within 
which 112 yielded a statistically significant relationship at a p-value<.05. ` 
Most of the 112 statistically significant correlations were not of interest to the 
current research. For example, while it is curious to discover a correlation between the 
year of graduation from high school and the likelihood that a person thinks what needs to 
be changed about schools is for teachers to be paid more,720 this is not relevant to the 
exploratory research question. Since I wanted to explore potential correlations between 
respondents’ (1) perception and experience of religion and/or spirituality and (2) their 
feeling and thoughts about schooling, I was seeking correlation pairs where one variable 
related to religion/spirituality and the other related to schooling. After removing duplicate 
                                                          
 
720 Baby Boomers are slightly more likely to want to pay teachers more than the average of the sample and 




pairs721 and ones that did not meet the above criteria, 24 correlation pairs with statistical 
significance remained. I then considered these correlations more thoroughly, running 
them through the BCT in sets based on common variables. Table 5.07 shows all 24 pairs 
of correlations that warranted further exploration.  
Table 5.07: Variable Correlation Pairs 
In-Common 






ERS - Not Connected 
ERS - Connected Inherently 
PSS - Social Emotional Skills 
Complexity 
GC - Concern for the Common Good 
ERS - Values and Ethics connects them 
CaS - Community Focused (more) 
GC - Cares for Others in Neighborhood and Community 
Universality 
ERS - Should Teach Religion (Non-Confessionally) 
ERS - Values and Ethics Connects them 
Change 
ERS - Not Connected 
PSS - Critical Thinking and Problem Solving 
Moralistic 
Interpretation 
ERS - Not Connected 
CaS - Smaller Class Sizes 
ERS - Should Teach Religion (Non Confessionally) 
ERS - Connected in Practice 
CaS - Standardized Tests (less) 
                                                          
 
721 This included removing correlated pairs that contained either a Quest-based or IR-based variable that 
also showed up in the IR + Quest Cluster variable. When a correlated pair contained either a Quest-based or 





ERS - Not Connected 
PSS - Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving 
ERS - Connected Inherently 
PSS - Equal and Free Access to Education 
TSS Existential Motives 
 
I present three sets below for additional discussion. 
Connections to Teacher Status 
This BCT displays information about three different relationships related to 
“TeacherStatus,” that is, whether or not a person has ever been a teacher. The first 
relationship will be discussed by itself and then the second and third together. 
 
Table 5.08: Teacher Status, TSS, IR, and Exploration Correlation Value 
 
What is revealed in the correlation between TeacherStatus and TSS is that the 
experience of being a teacher is significantly and negatively correlated with TSS, the 
Transformation Schema Scale. This means that in this sample, people who have been 
teachers were more likely to have lower TSS scores. For comparison, on a scale from 4 to 




the sample mean was 17.88. Teachers had an average score of 16.89 (.224 standard 
deviations below the sample mean), and non-teachers had an average of 19.41 (.347 
standard deviations above the sample mean). This is not a huge variance, and a larger 
sample would potentially help to see how consistently significant it is, but the fact that it 
exists at all, even if it is slight, is noteworthy. The chart shown in Figure 5.04 shows TS 
Scale scores disaggregated by teacher status.  
 
Figure 5.04: Scores on the TS Scale by TeacherStatus 
 
The reason for this negative correlation is not clear; however, the discrepancy could arise 
as teachers orient to the task of teaching in a less idealized and lofty way, with the 
consequence that their TSS measures decline. It could also be that some of the teachers 




seem unlikely to produce the kind of education they want. Evidence for the possibility of 
burnout exists in other research,722 but was not a focus in the current study. In any event, 
this is also some slight support for the claims in Chapter 4 that the rhetoric around change 
and transformation always outpaces the concrete capacity for change on the ground of the 
school.  
What is revealed in the second and third set of correlations referenced in Table 
5.08 is a significantly correlated connection between someone’s teacher status and that 
person’s scores on IR and the Quest subscale of Exploration. In the sample, persons’ IR 
and Exploration scores were positively correlated with being a teacher. At .227 (p=.011) 
and .225 (p=.012), the correlation coefficients are not stunningly predictive but, as 
before, the fact that they exist at all is the important thing to take away. These results 
suggest that a relationship exists between people’s interior spiritual life and whether or 
not they are teachers. 
 
Connections to Moralistic Interpretation 
This set of results relate to the Quest subscale of Moralistic Interpretation. For this 
scale, higher scores indicate an increasing likelihood that the respondent emphasizes “the 
                                                          
 
722 L. Callid Keefe-Perry, “Called into Crucible: Vocation and Moral Injury in US public School Teachers,” 
Religious Education 113, no. 5 (2018): 489-500; Erin P. Sugrue, "Moral Injury Among Professionals in K–




moral or spiritual meaning of religious texts over their historical or scientific 
accuracy.”723 Interpretively, this set of relationships can be sorted into two types.  
Table 5.09: Moralistic Interpretation ERS and CaS Correlation Values 
 
 First, one pair of correlations exists between Moralistic Interpretation and the 
ERS survey question about the relationship between schooling and religion/spirituality. 
The association here seems to be straight forward. Because the ERS codes “Connected in 
Practice” and “Not Connected” are conceptual opposites, it makes sense that MI and 
ERS-ConnectedInPractice has a positive correlation and MI and ERS-NotConnected has 
a negative correlation. This also tracks from a face validity perspective in the sense that a 
person inclined to search out the spiritual meaning of texts instead of fixating on 
scientific accuracy might also be inclined to read other parts of life as spiritual, including 
schooling.724  
                                                          
 
723 Beck and Jessup, "The Multidimensional Nature of Quest Motivation,” 285. 
724 Face validity refers to the extent to which a test appears to measure what it is intended to measure. A test 
in which most people would agree that the test items appear to measure what the test is intended to measure 
would have strong face validity. For example, a mathematical test consisting of problems in which the test 
taker has to add and subtract numbers may be considered to have strong face validity. The test items 
appear, at face value, to measure what one is seeking to measure. See Ellen Johnson, “Face Validity,” in 





 Second, and more intriguing, is the presence of two correlations that do not 
appear to have any direct content related to the Quest assessments. A negative correlation 
exists between Moral Interpretation and persons’ expressed belief that school change 
requires smaller class sizes. The higher a Moralistic Interpretation score a person had, the 
less likely they were to think that what is most needed to change in public schools is to 
reduce class size.725 Conversely, a positive correlation was found between the Moralistic 
Interpretation and persons’ identification of the needs to change about schools with fewer 
standardized tests.  
There are unanswered questions to ask about this data. For example, does this 
study suggest that people inclined toward Biblical literalism favor standardized tests? 
Ultimately, however, their answers would be conjecture. Similarly, any rationales crafted 
so as to account for the presence of these correlations would require evidence from 
beyond this research. In the event that I continue with this research beyond the 
dissertation, perhaps these are question to which I will return. What is most important 
here is that the results support the claim that a relationship exists between people’s 
interior spiritual life and how they think about what schooling is and should be. 
                                                          
 
725 One possible interpretation of this might be that those with higher Moralistic Interpretation scores may 
tend to have a more rigid sense of principles, potentially leading them to consider that class size is not 
relevant as long as students “just learn the right principles,” which would not require differentiation of 




Connections to the Transformation Schema Scale 
The data in table 5.10 is the only statistically significant correlation between the 
Transformation Schema Scale measure and one of the psychometric measures, Existential 
Motives. As developed above, the TSS measures “orientation toward a view that 
presumes schooling ought to be a creative place in which students engage with 
imagination to re-create the world beyond the school, transforming it into a more just and 
loving community.” The Existential Motives scale measures “the degree to which the 
existential concerns of finding a purpose or meaning in life motivate religious 
behavior.”726 This relationship shows a significant negative correlation between these two 
concepts. 
Table 5.10: TSS and Existential Motives Correlation Values 
 
If a person’s orientation toward spirituality/religion is more philosophically existential 
and less concerned with material conditions, it stands to reason that the person might be 
disinclined toward the kind of direct engagement and action for change associated with 
TS. 
 
                                                          
 




Profile Creation through K-Means Cluster Analysis (KMCA)  
Data variables in statistical modeling can either be discrete or continuous. For 
example, in my data set, each respondent has the variable “IR,” which represents their 
intrinsic religiosity score as tabulated from the DUREL portion of the survey. The 
possible numbers run from 3 to 15, with the two ends of that spectrum representing the 
lowest and highest IR scores respectively. Similarly, the variable, “SchoolCompleted,” 
runs from 1954 to 2011 and represents the year each respondent completed their K-12 
schooling or GED. Another type of variable is discrete, where the numbers assigned to 
that variable do not have a scalar nominal meaning. 
  For example, the variable “TeacherStatus” in my dataset has only three options: 0 
= Never been a Teacher, 1 = Has been a Public School Teacher, and 2 = Has been a 
Private School Teacher. Similarly, 52 separate variables have been created to represent 
all of the codes that appeared for more than 10% of the sample, and given all those items 
two options: 0 = Not Coded with this Code and 1 = Coded with this Code. Thus, a 
respondent with ERS_InherentlyConnected=1 is someone whose answer to the ERS 
survey question was coded with “Inherently Connected.”  
 Different types of statistical tests can account for different types of variables. Not 
all tests can use all types of variables, but some tests can be done with either. For 
example, Bivariate Correlation Testing (BCT) can be used to see if there is a correlation 
between respondents’ intrinsic religiosity and how they answered the open-ended 
questions even though the psychometric variables are continuous and ordinal while the 




square test (PCST) cannot be run on the same exact set of variables because PCST 
requires categorical variables. However, while open-ended variables cannot be converted 
from discrete nominal values into continuous, ordinal ones, other types of continuous, 
ordinal variables can be transformed into discrete nominal ones. For example, using the 
K-Means Cluster Analysis (KMCA) in SPSS, the “SchoolCompleted” variable can be 
turned into an output variable that has grouped all of the data into three profiles that 
represent clusters in the data.  
In the case of this data set, the K-Means Cluster Analysis set to three clusters 
shows that the 43 people in Cluster 1 are grouped around the graduation year of 1968, the 
54 people in Cluster 2 around 2002, and the 26 people in Cluster 3 around 1985. Clusters 
can then be assigned names relevant to their values, in this case, “Baby Boomer,” 
“Millennial,” and “Gen X,” respectively. Following this process, category variables can 
be created for groups of respondents whose clustering identifies them as similar to others 




Table 5.11: School Completed Year K-Means Cluster Analysis 
 
The same KMCA procedure can be used to cluster together respondents based on more 
than one variable as well, such as creating a variable that contains three profiles that 
represent clusters found between the IR measure combined with the Quest measure. This 
allows for the new, discrete, and categorical variables to be compared to other categorical 
variables through Pearson’s Chi-square Test.  
Using KMCA, IR and Quest scores were grouped together to establish a profile 
with low IR and low Quest scores, a profile with high IR and low Quest sores, and a 
profile with high IR and Quest scores. This was done for conceptual reasons related to 
what IR and Quest are designed to measure. IR measures the magnitude of a person’s 
intrinsic religiosity, but not the manner of expression of that religiosity. This means that 
two people with the same IR score could both be intrinsically religious but manifest their 




who is a Biblical fundamentalist with firm ideas about fixed gender roles, and the other 
could be a politically progressive queer Rabbi, but both might have the same high IR 
score. By combining IR with Quest, the profiles are more nuanced.  
 
Figure 5.05: IR and Quest KMCA Cluster Chart 
 
As shown above, three clusters have been created. The Cluster 1 profile has 60 
respondents in it with high IR and Quest scores. The Cluster 2 profile has 46 respondents 
in it with high IR scores but low Quest scores. The Cluster 3 profile has 19 respondents in 
it with low IR and Quest scores. These clusters are assigned names relevant to their 
values, in this case, “Integrators,” “Dwellers,” and “Disinterested Nones,” respectively.727  
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The Integrators are those who have a high intrinsic religiosity and experience 
religious and/or spiritual life as fluid, understanding it as a journey and process. The 
Dwellers are those who have a high intrinsic religiosity and experience religious and/or 
spiritual life as relatively cut and dry, finding it easier to make clear and certain decisions 
about religious concepts. The Disinterested Nones are those who have a low intrinsic 
religiosity and orient to concepts related to religion and/or spirituality in a way that is not 
interested in journeying or exploration.  
 After completing all of the profile creation through the KMCA,728 there are two 
new variables, “Profile3_IRxQuest_Profile” and “Profile3_TSS.” Both are able to be 
used in a Pearson’s chi-square test, the results of which will be explored in relation to 
other categorical variables emerging from demographic and open-ended data.  
Relationship Analysis through Pearson’s Chi-square Test (PCST)  
This sub-section contains analysis intended to determine if there are statistically 
significant relationships between data variables. For example, does the population density 
of the area a survey respondent lives in influence how they think about the relationship 
between education and spirituality? Pearson’s chi-square test is used to see whether there 
is a relationship between two or more categorical variables. It is a statistic based on the 
                                                          
 
Spiritual Formation and Soul Care 1, no. 2 (2008): 182-206. These descriptions are not fixed types but a 
more fluid description of ways of relating to religion. 
728 This is a modification of the process described in Statistical Analysis using SPSS by Sabine Landau and 




simple idea of comparing the frequencies you observe in certain categories to the 
frequencies you might expect to get in those categories by chance.729 In this research, 
PCST was used to analyze relationships among more than two variables, for which the 
BCT method does not work since the BCT can be employed with only two categorical 
variables. All of the three-value variables are found below in Table 5.12. 
 
Table 5.12: Multi-Value Variable Pearson’s Chi-square Test  
Multi-Value Variable Name Value 0 Meaning Value 1 Meaning Value 2 Meaning 
Profile3_PopulationDensity Urban Suburban Rural 
Profile3_TSS Medium High Low 
Profile3_IRxQuest. Integrators Dwellers Disinterested 
Nones 
Profile3_KidSchooling No Children Children went to 
Public School 
Children went to 
Private School 
Profile3_TeacherStatus  Never been a 
Teacher 
Have been Public 
School Teacher 




These profile variables were analyzed through PCSTs both between each other 
and against all of the dichotomous coding variables (i.e., Coded/Not-Coded). After 
sorting for duplicates and relevance to the research question as above, only three 
                                                          
 




variables returned results that suggested an association.730 Neither age, gender, race, nor 
population density was associated with any statistical significance to the measures of 
interest. The combined IR+Quest variable had six significant correlations, whether or not 
people had children and where they went to school had two significant correlations, and 
whether someone had been a public or private school teacher had four significant 
correlations. Rather than move through each of these pairs sequentially, I have grouped 
them into separate categories interpretively named based on the areas of implications they 
suggest. 
 
Table 5.13: In-Common Variable and Coding Pairs Table 1 
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In the sub-sections below I will describe each of these areas of implication and interpret 
what the correlations may suggest about the dynamic in question. 
The Community Gap 
This area pertains to how there is a gap in perceptions between different portions 
of the sample and how they view the same situation. Recall that statistically significant 
results from PCST suggest a relationship between the two variables. In the case of area of 
implication, there are two kinds of things being evaluated. First, there is a connection 
between where people send their children to school if they have children and how they 
think about community. Second, there is a connection between whether or not people 
have been teachers and whether or not they think the purpose of school is to get more 
content knowledge. Below are the PCST results for those three pairs, with higher PCST 
values and decreasing p-values showing increased probability that the variables being 
considered have an association that is statistically more related than possible by chance.   
Table 5.14: In-Common Variable and Coding Pairs Table 2 
In-Common Variable Paired With 
Pearson Chi-
Square 
Value df p-value 
Profile3_KidSchooling CaSCommunityFocusedMore 9.764 2 0.008 




Profile3_TeacherStatus PSSContentKnowledge 7.539 2 0.023 
 
While cross-tabulation charts will not be shown for all four areas of implication, I 
do want to begin with one so as to make clear what the PCST accomplishes and how it 
does so. Crosstabs organize data so as to be able to see how certain segments of the 
sample respond based on common characteristics, allowing for comparison between each 
segment’s answers. This provides a better understanding of how each segment differs 
from one another. Below you will see the full cross-tabulation chart for comparison 
between segments based on Kidschooling Profiles and the “Community Orientation” 
code from the VHSP survey question about values that school promotes. 
Table 5.15: Kid Schooling Profile by VHSP Community Crosstab Table 
 
Table 5.15 shows at least three things of interest. First, people with no children 
are more likely than expected to think that public schools promote the value of 
community orientation. Second, people who had children who went to public school are 
slightly less likely than expected to think that public schools promote the value of 




likely than public school parents to think that public schools promote the value of 
community orientation.  
The CaS- Community Focused (more) variable reveals a related dynamic, 
showing that there is evidence that the people who are statistically more likely than 
expected to think that public schools should change to be more focused on community 
are also those that either (a) sent their children to private schools or (b) have no children. 
Parents of public school children are substantially less likely than expected to say that a 
community focus orientation is important. In fact, of all the parents of children in public 
school in the sample, none reported that the thing that most needed to change about 
schools is a greater focus on community. People who want to make schools more 
community-focused are more likely to have no children or have placed their children in 
private school. 
A similar kind of dynamic emerges in the cross-tabulation results comparing 
teacher status to whether or not people think the purpose of school is about learning 
content knowledge. The cross-tabulation reveals that people who are not teachers are far 
more likely than teachers to think that content knowledge is what school is about. They 
also suggest that private school teachers are even less likely than public school teachers 
to say that the purpose of public school is for content learning. In all three instances, what 
this crosstab data demonstrates is a difference in conceptualization between those who 
directly experience public schools and those asked to think about them without as much 





Religion and School Content  
This area of implication pertains to how a person perceives and orients to religion 
is connected to what they think about public schooling. This set of PCSTs all substantiate 
the claim that a relationship exists between the IR + Quest profiles and different ways 
that they think about the purpose of school and what should be done to change it. Below 
are the PCST results for four pairs, with higher PCST values and decreasing p-values 
showing increased probability that the variables being considered have an association that 
is statistically more related than possible by chance. 
Table 5.16: In-Common Variable and Coding Pairs Table 3 
In-Common 






Profile3_IRxQuest PSSSocialEmotionalSkills 9.041 2 0.011 
 PSSCriticalThinkingandProblemSolving 8.137 2 0.017 
 CaSCommunityFocusedmore 7.097 2 0.029 
 CaSStandardizedTestsless 7.097 2 0.029 
 
This kind of test reveals the strength of the association between the three profile 
cluster formed by using KCMA IR x Quest, but it does not evaluate causality. For the 
purposes of this section, however, this lack of proven causality is not yet particularly 
relevant. This data shows that a statistically significant relationship exists between a 
person’s religiosity and what they think about schools as captured in their responses to 
the questions about the purpose of public schooling and what they would change about 




and Quest (Integrators) were more than twice as likely as expected to say that the purpose 
of school should be critical thinking and problem-solving. At the same time, both the 
Dwellers and Disinterested Nones were half as likely as expected to say so. Figure 5.06 is 
a chart representing the differences between these profile groups and how they are related 
to thinking that the purpose of school is to develop critical-thinking and problem-solving. 
 
Figure 5.06: PSS Critical Thinking and Profile3 Crosstab Chart 
 
 This evidence suggests that a person’s orientation toward religion (as categorized 
in this data by Integrators, Dwellers, and Disinterested Nones) has a statistically 
significant association with whether or not that person thinks school is for developing 
critical thinking skills. Similarly, substantial results show up for the other three variables 
in this group (PSSCriticalThinkingandProblemSolving, CaSCommunityFocusedMore, 




relationship between people’s interior spiritual life and how they conceive of public 
education.  
 
Religiosity and Perceptions of School 
This area of implication pertains to how a person perceives and orients to religion 
is connected to what they think about the connection between schooling and spirituality. 
On the surface, this pair of PCSTs (Profile3_IRxQuest compared with 
ERSConnectedInherently and ERSNotConnected) seems to provide empirical evidence 
for a position that is just common sense. It is no surprise that a measure related to 
religious thought (the IR + Quest variable) could have a relationship with survey 
questions about the connection between religion and schooling. In fact, since the two 
codes are conceptual opposites, it may seem even less relevant. However, a close analysis 
of this pair reveals substantial additional information. Below are the PCST results for 
both pairs, with higher PCST values and decreasing p-values showing increased 
probability that the variables being considered have an association that is statistically 
more related than possible by chance. 
Table 5.17: In-Common Variable and Coding Pairs Table 4 
In-Common 
Variable Paired With 
Pearson Chi-
Square Value df p-value 
Profile3_IRxQuest ERSConnectedInherently 11.776 2 0.003 





The p-values for both the ERS codes (ConnectedInherently has p=.003; NotConnected 
has p<.00001) show highly significant relationships between them and the IR + Quest 
variable. How exactly that significant relationship plays out differently between the 
different profiles is important to understand. The cross-tabulation data shows that this 
association is not evenly distributed across the sample, but has particular weight among 
certain religious profiles. Remember that a significant result for a PCST signifies that 
some set of choices within the pairing values are significantly different from what is 
expected. Within which segments of the sample those discrepancies are happening is not 
clear from the PCST alone. Table 5.18 has the crosstab data which identifies where the 
discrepancies are. 
Table 5.18: IRxQuest Profile by ERS Connected Crosstab Table 
 
What the full cross-tabulation of the PCST shows is that the Integrators are coded (26:34) 
more or less exactly at the ratio expected (26.9:33.1). It also reveals that Dwellers far 




the Disinterested Nones fell far short of the expected count of the same. This means that 
the Integrators are contributing hardly anything to cause the significance of the PCST 
results. Whatever is causing this significance is happening within the segments of the 
sample categorized as Dwellers and Disinterested Nones. 
Recall that both Integrators and Dwellers are people with a high score of intrinsic 
religiosity, and what differs is the nature of their experience or conception of spirituality. 
It is not a surprise for a psychometric measure related to religious orientation to be in 
statistically significant association with data emerging from a survey question about 
religion. However, the details here provide more information than that. The statistically 
significant behavior revealed in this data is not from Disinterested Nones and “religious 
people” in general, but almost completely from religious people with low Quest scores. 
People whose spirituality suggests it is easy to make clear and certain decisions about 
religious concepts (Dwellers) are far more likely than equally religious but more fluidly 
oriented people (Integrators) to see a direct connection between education and religion. 
 
Teachers  
This area of implication pertains to how being a teacher is connected to 
perceptions about schooling. Two separate things are revealed in this final set of pairings, 
both related to whether or not respondents in the sample have been teachers and, if so, 
where they have taught. Of all the PCST results, these pairs are the most provocative, 
especially when compared to one another. Below are the PCST results for three pairs, 




variables being considered have an association that is statistically more related than 
possible by chance. 
Table 5.19: In-Common Variable and Coding Pairs Table 5 
In-Common Variable Paired With 
Pearson 
Chi-Square 
Value Df p-value 
Profile3_TeacherStatus Profile3_TSS 11.14 4 0.025 
 ERSConnectedInherently 6.783 2 0.034 
 ERSNotConnected 6.766 2 0.034 
 
In the BCT analysis shown in Table 5.19, a relationship between teacher status and TSS 
was already identified. This only showed that there was some association, not from which 
what segment of the sample it emerged. By using the three profile teacher status variable, 
the cross-tabulation chart reveals what is the cause of the variance in expectation. Is it 
because of non-teachers, public school teachers, or private school teachers? What is 
revealed is that all three categories had results that significantly differed from 
expectations. Non-Teachers had more medium and high TSS scores than expected as well 
as fewer low ones. Inversely, both types of teachers had more low scores than expected 
and fewer high scores. In non-technical terms, teachers of any sort were less likely than 
non-teachers to think that schooling should be about the transformation of society. Given 
this dynamic, the final piece of analysis is particularly interesting. Table 5.20 has the 




Table 5.20: Teacher Status Profile by TSS Profile Crosstab Table
 
As noted above, the two ERS pairs in this set are conceptual opposites, so they 
contribute similarly to understanding. What the cross-tabulation results reveal about ERS 
- Connected Inherently is exactly the opposite of the TSS statistics above. Both types of 
teachers are more likely than expected to think that schooling is inherently connected to 
spirituality and non-teachers less likely than expected to do so. What does it mean that 
teachers are more inclined to think that what they do is connected to spirituality but is not 
about change and transformation? The answer to that question will not be found in 
statistical analysis, however, it will be an important one to address moving forward.  
 
Reflection on the Exploratory Results of the Study 
Exploratory statistical research is academic bushwhacking. There is so much data to sort 
through that it is easy to become fixated on minute details and miss larger trends. Even 
before decisions get made about what warrants reporting on and what is just noise, there 




use, and how to represent the results. Looked at in different ways, data reveals different 
facets of the dynamics at play. While other options may well beckon in the future, the 
analysis completed in this section is compelling in its own way, providing some 
substantial answers to the research question that guided this portion of the research.  
 Are there “correlations between respondents’ perception and experience of 
religion and/or spirituality and their feeling and thoughts about schooling?” Evidence 
suggests this is the case. They manifest in a number of areas, including teacher 
perspectives, people’s views of the nature of schooling, and people’s perspectives on 
schooling as a platform for social change. The data also substantiates the claim of a 
connection between spiritual dwelling and seeking and how people think about what the 
purpose of schools is and what should be changed to make them better.  
Discussion of Findings 
One question that I carried into the beginning of this dissertation is whether or not 
others would see a relationship between schooling and spirituality and/or religion when 
the context was not specifically about spirituality and/or religion. For example, it was 
easy to imagine that people would see a connection between schooling and religion if the 
area of research was science curricula and lessons about evolution and/or creationism. 
That kind of thing was not particularly the focus of this study, however. This research 
was more focused on whether or not people see a connection between schooling and 
spirituality and/or religion at the broad level and what impact that that might have on how 




which they relate are more substantial than I had anticipated they would be. That being 
said, the work has limitations that should be addressed and future areas of exploration 
that can be identified. 
Limitations of the Research 
One of the most substantial limitations of the study was the sample itself. Not 
only was the sample size smaller than ideal, but it was also skewed racially, 
geographically, and in regard to the current religious tradition of respondents. In terms of 
size, I proceeded with factor analysis calculations following Osborne and Costello’s 
research revealing that “subject to variable ratio makes a significant contribution beyond 
that of mere sample size, particularly when the overall sample size is not overwhelmingly 
large.”731 However, even they agree that, while high ratios can yield reliable results, “the 
most valid conclusion regarding sample size is that more is always better.”732 A larger 
and more diverse sample would allow for better inter-category comparisons, such as 
seeing if different religious traditions have particular associations with the data. At the 
current size, this was not viable. 
 Another limitation is the survey itself. At least three aspects of the survey design 
deserve increased scrutiny. First, in the text of the questions, the concepts of “religion” 
and “spirituality” are used as functionally interchangeable. The same applies to 
                                                          
 





“schooling” and “education” as well. There are ample reasons for questioning this 
fluidity and presuming it led to some ambiguity in the data. Education can be viewed 
more broadly than schooling, which pertains to what happens in schools. Future research 
using a similar instrument would do well to clarify language and present a clearer picture 
of the concepts being assessed, using only schooling if physical schools are the exclusive 
area of interest.  
Second, the length of the survey was potentially prohibitive and may have 
contributed to the smaller than hoped for sample size. Anecdotal conversation with those 
who took it suggests it routinely took around 30 minutes to complete. Given that a 
substantial portion of the data ended up not being used in the analysis, survey length 
could have been reduced. To some degree, this is understandable as it was designed to be 
an exploratory instrument and the exact methods of analysis were not determined until 
after the survey was closed. However, a similar survey in the future could be trimmed by 
nearly one-third while still maintaining all the variables used in the analysis presented 
here. 
Additional limitations are related to the data preparation after the survey was 
closed. For example, work on the open-response coding could have been tested for 
increased reliability but was not. I could have had others re-code the data based on a 
created codebook, thus checking for additional consistency between researchers (inter-




Absent working with a coding team to increase reliability,733 I also could have increased 
the reliability of my analysis by repeating the coding process after some time had passed, 
reconciling the sets of codes from the two coding processes before beginning the 
statistical analysis.734 Even given the nature of the dissertation-writing process, either of 
these reliability increases could have been managed with enough lead-time. Future 
research of a similar nature would be strengthened by these additional techniques. The 
next section identifies some potential directions for future research. 
Finally, I should be explicit in stating that, while this chapter’s research suggests 
exciting directions for future work, the initial research was exploratory rather than 
definitive. Especially given the large number of bivariate correlations and my inclusion 
of p values up to .05, I recognize the conclusions as edifying but not statistically proven. 
Future research is needed to build upon this exploratory work. For example, in the future 
I would seek to replicate the results, obtaining a new, larger sample of data and 
comparing the correlations of the second study with the first. Additionally, with a larger 
sample, I could experiment with cross-validation, randomly dividing the sample into two 
batches, comparing the significance of particular tests across the divided batches.735  
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Directions for Future Research 
The results of this study are already substantial. However, it is also the case in the 
course of analysis and reflection other avenues for potential research became clear. Two 
categories of reflection have emerged as ways to consider what impact this study may 
have on future scholarship. First methodological dynamics will be considered and then 
possibilities tied to the content of the study.   
 
Methodological Reflections 
In this sub-section I propose that there is substantial methodological potential in 
“Associative Analysis of Qualitative Coding,” a process developed for this study which 
provides for statistical analysis on qualitative data. While the new data produced in this 
study contributes directly to the purposes of this project, at least one of the methods used 
was also innovative and may contribute to further developments in mixed-method 
approaches in social science research and/or practical theology. While methodological 
innovation is a by-product of the need to find ways to get at answers to my research 
questions, reflecting back on the process, given the utility of this method, it is worth 
naming explicitly for the sake of documentation, clarity, and future research. Associative 
Analysis of Qualitative Coding has four distinct elements.  
1. The use of a survey and/or interview instrument that collects at least three distinct 
types of data from the same sample: 
a. Demographic data. 




c. Open-ended qualitative data with discrete categorization. For example, 
each of written response questions was answered separately: coding was 
not done on a single long-form essay or interview, but on a series of short 
paragraphs, each connected directly to only one question or prompt. This 
allows for comparison across respondents on a narrower range. 
2. Independent, emergent, and inductive data-driven coding of each of the 
qualitative data’s discrete categories. Codes are not driven by theory, but arise “in 
vivo” separately from each set of data and are refined as the set is coded.  
3. The creation of discrete profiles for relevant variables in the data. This is done in 
two ways 
a. For qualitative data, each response within each discrete category is 
assigned a dichotomous variable of either 1 or 0 depending on whether or 
not that response has been assigned a given code.  
b.  For the quantitative data, each measure is classified through a K-Means 
Cluster Analysis, producing the number of profiles needed to have even 
orders of magnitude in the representation of each profile type. For 
example, when creating profiles for combined IR + Quest measures, the 
results for two clusters gives only 19 in cluster profile 1 and 106 in cluster 
profile 2. When the analysis is done to produce three clusters, the result is 
46, 60, 19. As such, two cluster profiles were used rather than two. 
4. The use of statistical bivariate correlations and/or Pearson chi-square testing and 




psychometric data and the open-ended qualitative data which has been coded and 
profiled.  
a. Bivariate correlations are done between continuous data variables and 
dichotomous categorical variables. For example, in this study, a 
correlation analysis was run between the Transformation Schema Measure 
(which was built from a set of three of Likert-type scale questions), the 
MQOS subscale for Existential Motivations (which was built from a set of 
five Likert-type scale questions), and a Coded/Not-Coded variable for 
people who thought they would want to pay teachers more to change the 
schools.  
b. Pearson chi-square testing and cross tabulation is done between profiles 
clusters with more than two values. For example, in this study, a chi-
square test was done between the demographic profiles “Has Never Been 
a Teacher,” “Has Been a Public School Teacher,” and “Has Been a Private 
School Teacher,” and the qualitative profiles “Is Coded” and “Is not 
Coded” for the “Education and Religion/Spirituality are Inherently 
Connected.” 
Associative Analysis of Qualitative Coding is a useful exploratory tool to qualitatively 
deepen descriptive information about a phenomenon being researched and to provide an 
empirical lens on that same data. I anticipate using this process again for future work. 
Future research could be invaluable, based on this initial work. Such research 




geographies, and ethnic backgrounds. Having a larger data set from which to draw would 
help both in terms of increasing significance as well as potentially providing a broader 
array of qualitative responses. Additional surveys would also provide the opportunity to 
build on the preliminary evidence that this study has provided to test for reliability and 
validity. Future work would provide an opportunity to look at consistency over time with 
test-retest reliability and/or the possibility of test predictive validity between 
psychometric data and TSS data. 
 
Content Reflections 
The results of this study have been significant for several reasons. First, most of the 
large contours of schooling, as described in Chapter 4, seem to have corollaries in the 
survey data. In the data this survey generated there is support for the following dynamics, 
each of which first surfaced in either Chapter 3 or 4.736  
1. Multiple instances of internal tension within the project of American schooling, 
such as those who thought school produces conformity and those who felt it 
engendered diversity; 
2. A framing of school as being directly tied to economic well-being, such as those 
who felt the purpose of school was to prepare students for hard work and adult 
life; 
                                                          
 





3. A focus on the individual student as the unit of analysis for academic success, as 
opposed to considering how well groups of student work together, or the impact 
of schools on communities;  
4. The function of schooling as cultural transmission, socialization, and social 
selection (though the first two were far more present than the third); 
5. While not directly discussed in this chapter, the survey provided significant 
insight into what qualities people associate with “a good citizen,” a category 
regularly referenced as a purpose of schooling;  
6. Empirical support for the existence of the Transformation Schema and 
Transformation Schema Scale as an instrument able to assess one’s orientation 
toward an assumption that schools ought to be creative places in which students 
engage with imagination to “re-create the world”737 beyond the school, 
transforming it into a more “just and loving community.”738  
  The analytic utility of this study was to test insights found in the literatures 
reviewed in earlier chapters and also to generate new ideas. Knowing that the themes 
articulated in Chapter 4 also emerged in the thoughts and experience of people sharing 
with me in the fall of 2019 is excellent results for data confirmation. For example, this 
work is the first to demonstrate a significant and direct, albeit statistically small, 
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relationship between how people think and experience religion and how they envision the 
purpose and nature of schooling.  
Using the process outlined above, future research could repeat a similar survey in 
condensed form, considering other psychometric measures for comparison, alongside IR 
and the Quest subscales. Similarly, empirical support for the utility of the Transformation 
Schema Scale is something I believe will have an impact on future scholarship. I can 
imagine making that measure more robust and using it in larger studies down the line. 
Finally, it is significant to discover how many people in the sample already felt there was 
an inherent connection between schooling and spirituality. Learning that this is the case 
significantly shaped Part III of the dissertation.  
Conclusion 
This chapter ends Part II. What comes next is a movement toward mutually 
critical theological and philosophical engagement with the patterns of action described in 
Chapters 3, 4, and 5. While much of Part II has focused on schooling and religion, how is 
it relevant for a theology of education? As a public theology, how can a discussion of that 
relevance be made accessible to people who do not identify as religious? One of the ways 
this accessibility is established is to ask what light Part II shines on broader social 
structures and theological concepts, seeing if that brightness reveals the possibility of 




theological insight.”739 What comes next is a theological exploration of the data 
considered thus far.  
 The next chapter shows how the material explored in Part II can be interpreted as 
a pattern of action that is “situational, strategic, and embedded in misrecognition;” a 
social system that “maintains, creates, and/or disrupts a social imaginary.” In the process 
of showing how all the parts of the definition of practice apply to schooling in the US, I 
will articulate the nature of what I call the “American educational imaginary.” I claim 
that this imaginary is shaped by US schooling practices and theological constructs, and it 
also shapes these in a relationship of mutual influence. How people experience religion 
and what they think about spirituality are related to how they conceive of the purposes of 
schooling. Following from this, there is likely also a discernible relationship between the 
systems of thinking that influence and encapsulate those related areas of human action. 
The patterns action described in Part II will be shown to influence both theology and 
educational theory. Drawing out the nature of that influence is the goal of Part III. 
  
                                                          
 









PART III: CONSTRUCTION AND RECOMMENDATION 
Part III of the dissertation completes the analysis on the data in Part II and 
reflects theologically upon it with a focus on developing a practical 
theology of public education as established in Part I. It consists of Chapter 
6, which explores social imaginaries; Chapter 7, which uses the work of 
Grace Jantzen and Paulo Freire to create the construct “conscientização 
natal;” and Chapter 8, which considers possible areas for transformation in 






THE PRACTICE AND IMAGINARY OF AMERICAN EDUCATION  
The social being takes a small step toward the psyche within it, and 
remembers that to create is fundamentally to turn away from the forms 
that surround one, to ignore what is ready at hand and instead to reach into 
the hypothetical void that exists within us all, and to drag a piece of 
nothing into the light.740 
—Lachan Ross 
 
This chapter is a transitional one, en route to Chapters 7 and 8, which are solely 
dedicated to explicit theological reflection and construction. This chapter has two major 
purposes. First, it completes an analysis and interpretation of public schooling as a 
practice. Second, it suggests that the practice of schooling also functions to support a 
social imaginary that, in its institutional expression, alienates individuals and maintains 
status quo social dynamics and stymies change. To accomplish these tasks, the practice of 
schooling needs to be understood more fully. As defined in Chapter 2, practice is (1) a 
pattern of action that is (2) situational, (3) strategic, (4) embedded in misrecognition; and 
(5) maintains, creates, and/or disrupts a social imaginary.  
The first section of this chapter shows that Part II’s “patterns of action” are 
“situational, strategic, and embedded in misrecognition,” with each of those descriptors 
clarified in separate sub-sections. In the second section, I describe what a “social 
imaginary” is, using the work of Cornelius Castoriadis to show how social imaginaries 
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are at least partially constitutive of human subjects. Consequently, the third section 
explores how the practice of schooling shapes both (a) how people conceive of the nature 
and purpose of human being and (b) what I call the “American educational imaginary.”  
Schooling Qualities 
This section explores what it means for schooling to be situational, strategic, and 
misrecognized. Examples from Part II are used to illustrate how the qualities of practice 
can be seen in the patterns of actions described thus far.  
Schooling is Situational  
I understand practice to be situational in the sense that the pattern of actions that 
make up the practice cannot be removed or analyzed without an explicit awareness of the 
context in which the practice has emerged. Since practice is “knowledge that lives in 
bodies, performances, and spaces,”741 examination of a particular practice requires direct 
attention to the material circumstances it affects as well as the pattern of actions 
themselves. I claim, with Catherine Bell, that an overemphasis on isolated actions 
abstracted from their context cannot adequately render the impact of the practice.742 For 
example, while the history of the United States educational system rarely shows up in 
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detail in the explicit curriculum of public schooling, it has enormous bearing on what 
happens today. An illustration drawn from Part II will serve to demonstrate this point.  
As was shown in Chapter 3, a significant amount of the current educational 
infrastructure and policy was developed as a response to “the mass emigration from 
Eastern and Southern Europe between 1880 and the beginning of World War I.”743 This 
policy push was led by “immigrant-fearing nativists… and leaders in business and 
industry seeking profit margins on the backs of a disciplined labor force,” all of whom 
“collectively campaigned for financial and educational support of ‘Americanization’.”744 
Recall that education was explicitly identified as a means by which “successful living and 
intelligent American citizenship”745 could be cultivated. At the end of the 19th century, 
schools were part of the strategy enacted to make people into Americans. Bourdieu’s 
notion of habitus is useful here in thinking about how the practice of schooling can be 
understood more fully when it is considered as situated within broader social structures.  
Because the body is seen as a “site of incorporated history,”746 the effects of 
schooling in the early 1900s meant that the actual bodies of immigrants were viewed 
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differently. Those that had completed schooling, could speak English, and had arrived at 
“successful living and intelligent American citizenship,” were then seen as a more 
acceptable part of the fabric of the nation. This viewing had a double consequence. 
Because some immigrants were successfully adapting to expectations, those who did not 
were viewed under even greater suspicion. Failure to succeed in schooling was not 
merely an academic underperformance, but insofar as schools were a major vehicle for 
learning English, learning about civic engagement, and acquiring American values, 
failure also entailed damage done to who you were and how others thought about you as 
properly American.  
Failing at school generally has negative consequences, but the particularity of the 
ways it would have impacted a German immigrant in 1919 is evidence of the importance 
of context. Schooling is situated within broader social structures and, as Bell says of 
practice, “much of what is important to it cannot be grasped outside of the specific 
context in which it occurs.”747 The process of becoming a successful American meant 
that people became the “site of incorporated history,”748 as broader political and social 
concerns intersected with individual lives. The situational quality of a practice means 
that, when it is being studied, it is important to reflect upon the context(s) from which the 
pattern of action arises, not just the pattern itself.  
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Schooling is Strategic 
Those who engage in a practice believe that their actions accomplish something 
desirable. In Bourdieu’s terms, practices are done to acquire some form of capital. This is 
what it means for a practice to be “strategic.” Understanding a practice means exploring 
both external, societal, and contextual situated-ness of it as well as the intentions and 
goals of the individual agent. Practice, writes Bell, is “a ceaseless play of situationally 
effective schemes, tactics, and strategies.”749 This “play” is Bourdieu’s “intentionless 
invention of regulated improvisation”750 at work. Individuals regularly need to adapt 
learning from prior contexts for new particular situations. Practices are employed because 
they seem to promise some degree of efficaciousness.  
Passing English class as a German immigrant in 1919 could reasonably help to 
increase an individual’s success. The reasons why that is the case, however, are not 
merely because of the new skill that was acquired, but also the significance of that skill in 
the context of early 20th century American society. As Bell writes, “in looking at 
someone doing something, for example, we should ask about the relationship between 
'the doing' and 'the something.' This is to question the particular object of the practice as 
well as the particularity of the practice's relationship to this object.”751 What an individual 
understands themselves to be doing — the desirable goal, capital, or knowledge they 
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wish to achieve — is only part of what their actual practice accomplishes. For example, 
even though high-stakes standardized testing (HST) is a major orientation for many 
school districts, parents, teachers, and students, a 2017 study suggests that testing 
“uniquely predict(s) less than 2% of the variance in student performance” at the college 
level.752 Other factors such as high school class grades, socio-economic background, and 
parental engagement with college provide significantly more information about student 
success than do testing results.  
As with the specifics of HST in particular, so too is schooling worth interrogating 
in terms of the degree to which the intended purpose of the practice has an actual 
relationship with that outcome.  
[W]e can say that practice sees what it intends to accomplish, but it does not see 
the strategies it uses to produce what it actually does accomplish, a new 
situation… [P]ractice will give an answer to a question that was never posed: the 
effectiveness of practice is not the resolution of the problematic to which it 
addresses itself but a complete change in the terms of the problematic, a change it 
does not see itself make… Why is practice blind to what it produces? Because it 
is still fixed on the old question, the old horizon, on which the new problem is not 
visible.753 
 
A practice results in a “change it does not see itself make,” when its consequences are 
more — or other — than how the practice was intended to be used strategically. One 
example can be drawn from another consideration of HST. 
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If a 10th grade student in Massachusetts scores high enough on the 
“Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System” (MCAS) test, the student is 
automatically eligible for the John and Abigail Adams Scholarship, which “provides a 
credit toward tuition for up to eight semesters of undergraduate education at a 
Massachusetts state college or university.”754 Thinking about HST in terms of its strategic 
quality, a student who scores well “sees what it intends to accomplish” when she is 
notified of her scholarship. However, by participating in the practice, everyone involved 
— the student, the teachers, encouraging parents, test designers, state officials, et al. — 
are tacitly enforcing the idea that tests are beneficial and worthwhile.  
The “new situation,” or the result of MCAS high score, is not only the individual 
“success” of a student gaining access to a tuition scholarship, but a further reinforcement 
and legitimization of HST for the community as a whole. Participating in a practice for 
strategic reasons does not mean that the consequences are only those hoped for or 
intended. As the discussion of Bourdieu’s field of forces showed in Chapter 2, an 
individual’s action shapes the very field by which that action is evaluated. Consequently, 
while a practice is willfully engaged in for some purpose intended to help an individual 
achieve desired outcomes, practices also have influence beyond just the individual’s 
intentions. The doing of the practice itself influences social structures, interpretive lenses, 
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and cultural norms. This effect of practice beyond the intended individual purposes reveal 
that practices are “embedded in misrecognition.” 
Schooling is Embedded in Misrecognition  
The consequence of a practice is always greater than what an individual intends 
the practice to accomplish. Beyond the intentional reasons that an individual engages 
with a practice, there are usually additional effects that do not rise to the level of 
conscious awareness. These additional effects influence without practitioners knowing 
the fullness of what they are affecting. This is what is meant by saying that practice is 
embedded in misrecognition and that “by its very nature practice dodges the relations of 
intellectualist logic.”755 This misrecognition, however, is not some secret esoterica or 
cultic knowledge that can be named and objectively understood. When Bell claims that 
society could not exist "unless it disguised to itself the real basis of that existence,"756 
“real basis” is not an objective structuralist category or metaphysical foundation. Practice 
is not embodied language which can be decoded into discursive propositions. Instead, 
Bell affirms that  
practice qua practice… remains on the “hither side of discourse,” and that is 
precisely the key to how it does what it does... [It] is always much fuzzier, 
avoiding the distinctive change in state that occurs when things are brought to the 
level of explicit discourse.757 
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Because practice is not wholly reducible to rational thought and a practitioner does not 
see all the ways they are influenced by the practice, they are also then inclined to further 
inculcate those views and habits in others without consciously intending to do so. 
Practice instills in people views and habits that influence their actions and views in 
broader contexts than the immediate ones in which they engage with the practice.  
 For example, material evidence suggests that inequality was increasing 
throughout the time that schooling was shaped by policy intended to support equality, 
such as increased high-stakes testing, punitive funding schemes, and increased private 
voucher programs.758 This is a form of misrecognition in the sense that at the same time 
inequality was on the rise, themes of “upward mobility and equality of opportunity” were 
repeatedly part of “celebrating and enhancing national solidarity” in programs like “No 
Child Left Behind.”  
A marked upswing in inequality of desired educational outcomes on its own 
would be reason for alarm. In the context of a program proclaimed to push for data-
driven “school accountability,” that same upswing was framed as part of a larger plan 
that was revealing things as they really were so as to get a more accurate sense of how 
things were going. Meanwhile, the mechanisms for supposedly improving schools and 
students were themselves interfering with aspects of student achievement.759 That the 
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programs voiced as important for educational equity were themselves complicit in 
inequity’s increase is  doubly indicative of schooling as practice. Students are engrafted 
with the message that hard work can get you ahead and parents as voters are convinced 
that schools are the answer to a wide variety of social ills that there is no realistic way 
education could accomplish.  
Hoped-for outcomes based on strategic rationales for a given pattern of action 
also result in other consequences. An example of this comes from education scholars 
David Cohen and Bella Rosenburg, writing about the rise of the testing culture in the 20th 
century.  
[T]ests captured three essential elements in ideas about modernization. First, the 
tests were scientific: as such they provided a seemingly authoritative measure of 
students' skills and abilities. Second, there was merit: assigning students within 
schools on the basis of this authoritative knowledge would be fair—to each 
according to his or her ability and need. And finally, there was progress: the 
combination of tests and ability groups would allow schools to connect their 
"product" to society's "economic needs… 760  
 
It is true that testing resulted in metrics that were efficacious for assessment. Testing 
simultaneously relied upon and deepened presumptions around the importance of 
efficacious metrics for assessment, further affirming the legitimization of that 
importance. 
[T]he prominent display of these testing rituals in schools, like the prominent 
display of sacred figures and texts in other holy places, gave evidence that the 
institution was securely connected to those deeper sacred forces on which 
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everything in the modern West is founded — science, economic progress, and 
merit. Their display was a visible, tactile declaration of faith.761  
 
Practices function like a Trojan horse of sorts, invited in on the basis of their strategic 
qualities, but carrying inside them qualities of misrecognition which were not initially 
evident.  
Because practices are physical, the influence of the misrecognized dynamics 
become part of the lived experience of practitioners, shaping not only what they do, but 
how they experience and interact with aspects of life not directly connected to the 
practice as well. In Bell’s words, “practice does not reflect reality more or less 
effectively; it creates it more or less effectively.”762 This “creation” dynamic refers to the 
consequences of the misrecognition, how practice “maintains, creates, and/or disrupts a 
social imaginary.” Before discussing ways schooling does this, clarifying what a “social 
imaginary” is will be explored.  
Social Imaginaries 
Having shown in the sections above how schooling can be interpreted as a pattern of 
action that is situational, strategic, and embedded in misrecognition, what remains is to 
show how it maintains, creates, and/or disrupts a social imaginary. In order to do that, it 
is important to provide a clear understanding of what a social imaginary is. The social 
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imaginary literature offers insight into how transformation might be adequately 
articulated within a theory of practice. The purpose of this section is to do that, primarily 
using the work of Cornelius Castoriadis. However, before delving into that content, I will 
show how Bell’s Bourdieusian framing of practice as “situational, strategic, and 
embedded in misrecognition” is related to social imaginaries.  
From Bourdieu to The Social Imaginary  
The function of “social imaginaries” in this project follows from Bell’s concept of 
a “redemptive hegemony,” which provides the theoretical means by which an individual 
could notice structures of domination and resist misrecognition. What Bell offered was a 
practice theory that expressly conceived of a means by which change and substantive 
innovation were possible.  
 For Bell, by accepting that “reality” is a process of interpretation rather than a 
static or external given, an individual might be able to re-order power “so as to facilitate 
the envisioning of personal empowerment through activity in the perceived system.”763 In 
turn, a vision of empowerment could yield actual change and transformation. This model 
leaves open the possibility that the ways practice functions can either maintain a 
dominant habitus or “potentially restructure and renuance both self and society.”764 This 
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restructuring and renuancing can be helpfully understood by content from the “social 
imagination” discourse.  
Bourdieu’s account of society can be connected to the social imaginary literature 
in his reflections on the dialectic between habitus and social institutions. As discussed in 
Chapter 2, while Bourdieu says habitus is "the basis for the intentionless invention of 
regulated improvisation,"765 the mechanisms of that regulation seem to weigh down an 
individual’s ability to invent and improvise. Those who are most ready to make moves to 
exchange and leverage capital in a beneficial way are the individuals who already have 
significant access to capital and have habitus that suggest they ought to continue to have 
that capital grow. As Bourdieu says it, “the people who are richest in economic capital, 
cultural capital, and social capital... are the first to head for new positions.”766 While he 
sought to avoid determinism, Bourdieu’s notion of the inherent creativity of habitus and 
an individual’s freedom to improvise in a field are a thin kind of “freedom.” This thinness 
can especially be seen in the way he understands the resonant social roles of habitus and 
social institutions.  
For Bourdieu, both habitus and social institutions function as “modes of 
objectification of past history,”767 which interact. The “regulated improvisations” that 
emerge as people attempt to act in their own interests in the context of the field of social 
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institutions allow individuals to access capital that forward their hopes and goals and 
further affirm the importance of the social systems which allowed those individuals to 
act. As Bourdieu says, “habitus is what enables the institution to attain full realization: it 
is through the capacity for incorporation, which exploits the body’s readiness to take 
seriously the performative magic of the social,” that systems become reaffirmed as 
legitimate and efficacious.768 So, practices are generated as a result of the interface 
between (a) individuals improvising within habitus in an attempt to move toward goals 
and actions and (b) doing so by means of interaction with the social systems that 
comprise the “field.”  
The meaning and presumed efficacy of these practices are intelligible to others 
who act similarly, with meaning perceived by the agent to exist objectively.769 One of the 
results of a group of individuals acting in similar ways with a shared sense of “objectified 
meaning” is what Bourdieu refers to as “the production of a common-sense world.”770 
This world is experienced by individuals to be objectively self-evident. Because an 
individual sees others also experiencing the self-evidence of the produced world, there is 
a “constant reinforcement” as each of them expresses similar experiences of that 
world.771 Given constant reinforcement, how are the practices that produce, and are 
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produced by, that “common-sense world” to be changed? This is not a topic taken up 
much by Bourdieu or even by Bell, though she does expressly provide for the possibility 
of change. Bourdieu’s “common-sense world” is functionally very similar to the concept 
of a “social imaginary,” and that discourse contains a thorough theory of change. What 
follows is a description of the social imaginary as developed by Cornelius Castoriadis.  
The Social Imaginary of Cornelius Castoriadis 
Castoriadis was a French-trained, Greek, post-Marxist philosopher who first 
developed the idea of “social imaginary” while writing under the pseudonym “Paul 
Cardan,” beginning in the 1960s.772 Castoriadis’ seminal work, The Imaginary Institution 
of Society was not published until 1975, at which point it was done under his own name. 
In that piece, he communicated his dissatisfaction with what he had come to see as the 
overly deterministic outlook of Marxist thought. In response to this view, Castoriadis 
centered his theory on the presence of the creative force of imagination, an open-
endedness through which individuals can envision, embody, and change society. 
Castoriadis sought to establish the imaginary as a category that extends beyond the visual 
and representational. His resistance to image-focused understandings of imagination was 
partly due to his desire to distance himself from Jacque Lacan, whose conception of 
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imagination was primarily visual. 773 Castoriadis had studied with Lacan but had split 
from him in 1964.774 Castoriadis maintained that Lacan’s framework did not account for 
the emergence of novelty, since difference was merely the combination of the same.775 
Whereas Lacan conceives of the imaginary in visual terms and suggests that what is 
imagined must be the “image of something,”776 Castoriadis frames it as decidedly more 
than this. 
The imaginary does not come from the image in the mirror or from the gaze of the 
other. Instead, the “mirror” itself and its possibility, and the other as mirror, are 
the works of the imaginary… The imaginary of which I am speaking is not an 
image of. It is the unceasing and essentially undetermined (social-historical and 
psychical) creation of figures/forms/images, on the basis of which alone there can 
ever be a question of “something.” What we call “reality” and “rationality” are its 
works.777 
 
In distancing himself from Lacan’s conception of the imaginary as the visual and the 
fixed, he also distanced himself from orthodox Marxist ideology of his time. By 
affirming the undetermined nature of the imaginary, and the ways the imaginary gives 
rise to “reality,” Castoriadis turned from a materialist interpretation of society. This was a 
significant shift for him as he had been a strong advocate of Marxism throughout the 
1960s.  
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Eventually though, he felt as if he and his comrades had to “choose between 
remaining Marxist and remaining revolutionaries,” a choice between “faithfulness to a 
doctrine” or “faithfulness to the project of a radical change of society.”778 This 
disappointment is extremely important to highlight as Castoriadis’ strong emphasis on 
creativity and indeterminacy can be read as a kind of dialectic response to economic and 
material determinism. For Castoriadis, imagination is important because it is “in its 
essence, rebellious against determinacy.”779 Maintaining this indeterminacy is a central 
theme for Castoriadis, who frames not only social dynamics as ontologically uncertain, 
but also the individual psyche. Indeed, to understand Castoriadis’ social imaginary one 
must understand how imagination mediates the relationship between an individual’s 
psyche and society. 
Castoriadis’ project is an attempt to broaden the scope of understanding of the 
imagination from something that merely copies or reflects the existing world. The 
capacity of imagination to be “reproductive” is what Castoriadis refers to as the 
“secondary imagination” which is subordinate to “radical imagination.” The radical 
imagination is termed as such  
to emphasize the idea that this imagination is before the distinction between “real” 
and “fictitious.” To put it bluntly: it is because radical imagination exists that 
“reality” exists for us - exists tout court - and exists as it exists.780 
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The radical imagination exists both within individual psyches and also at the social-
historical level. In Figure 6.01 below, radical imagination is represented by dotted lines.  
At the level of the psyche within an individual, the radical imagination is an 
endless rush of flux and change upon which “order must be imposed” or individuals 
cannot function within society.781 This chaotic rush is such that Castoriadis frames 
humanity as a “mad animal,” but one in whose madness there is also the possibility of 
reason.782 This possibility of reason, however, does not emerge from the psyche imposing 
order on itself. Rather, individuals become subjects as a result of the psyche’s “shock” of 
encountering the external world.783  
The psyche then “creates for itself an own world ‘within’ which it also posits 
itself. The ultimately indescribable X ‘out there’ becomes something definite and specific 
for a particular being, through… imagination.”784 Consequently, the individual as a 
subject is constituted by the response of the psyche to what is “out there,” and is never 
ontologically distinct from society.785 Subjects collectively create and sustain the 
meaning of the institutions of the society in which their psyche was shocked by the world 
“out there.”  
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Figure 6.01: Castoriadisian Imaginary Model 
 
In distinction from the “radical imagination” that erupts in the psyche, Castoriadis 
refers to the collective creative force as the “radical social imaginary”786 or the 
“instituting social imaginary.”787 The outputs of the psyche’s radical imagination are the 
subject and the subject’s interpretative experience of the world. The outputs of instituting 
social imaginaries are “social imaginary significations.” In turn, “social imaginary 
significations” become materially manifest as institutions and the meaning of institutions.  
When the social imaginary significations of a society inform individuals, they 
reflect back to the singular person some facet of the radical social imaginary that the 
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collective radical imaginary produced. This informing reflection is experienced by an 
individual as the social imagination and has differing consequences depending on the 
qualities of the institutions and the meaning of the institutions. When the meaning of a 
social institution — whether it be Church, school, or the concept of fiat currency — 
carries within it a self-reflective quality that recognizes it is constituted by the social-
historical imaginary of “the anonymous collective,” Castoriadis names this as a moment 
of “instituting” social imaginary with autonomous qualities. Conversely, when the 
meaning of a social institution carries within it a presumption of the finality of that 
institutional meaning arising a priori in an ontological sense he refers to this as a moment 
of an “instituted” social imaginary with heteronomous qualities.788  
A social imaginary with predominantly heteronomous qualities is one which 
communicates that the images, stories, hopes, and aesthetics of that imaginary arose 
through a process somehow other than the social-historical. This is the reason to call it 
“heteronymous:” it is framed as somehow extra-social and affirmed as arriving from 
outside of the social-historical. Whenever social imaginary significations crystallize and 
insist that what has been imagined before is actually extra-social, what is nurtured is the 
belief that the social imaginary has some wholly exterior “reality” or “naturalness” that is 
perceived as opposed to being part of the process of social-historical imagination being 
experienced.789 In Figure 6.01, the solid black lines with arrows are an attempt to 
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represent the force of institutions with meanings imagined heteronomously. Note how 
they push back on the central individual, freezing them within the pressures of 
institutional forces.  
Within social imaginaries with predominantly heteronomous qualities, the stories 
that society tells itself about itself obscures the fact that society has been co-author of that 
story. Castoriadis claims that “the alienation of heteronomy of society is self-
alienation,”790 and I believe this “self-alienation” is a kind of misrecognition in Bell’s 
sense, happening at the social level. Imagining that society is extra-socially determined 
limits the likelihood that change is possible. Conversely, the dashed arrow lines in Figure 
6.01 are meant to convey the ways a social imaginary institution, when leaning into 
autonomy, recognizes its own contingency and indeterminacy, pointing to a horizon of 
new (imagined) institutions.  
For Castoriadis, an “autonomous society” is one that presupposes three things.791 
First, an autonomous society is comprised of individuals that are self-aware that they are 
a source of society’s ongoing form, meanings and laws. Second, because they recognize 
that laws and social norms emerge from human agency, they are able to be 
problematized, shown to be deficient, and changed. Third, other than material 
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circumstances such as gravity, there is a recognition that there are no priori aspects of 
social limitations.792  
Castoriadis is clear that while the psyche’s radical imagination may be infinitely 
inventive and lacking all tethers, as it is expressed through individuals as the social 
radical imaginary and reflected back in institutions, imagination “leans on what is given, 
which conditions and limits it but does not totally determine it.”793 The basis of novelty 
emerges from that which has already come and its interaction with the radical 
imaginary.794 While able to produce newness and social change, the psyche’s radical 
imagination is nevertheless conditioned and limited because it must emerge through 
subjects who are always already socialized. Because each of those subjects is the result of 
the interplay between society and the psyche’s imagination, within every person is the 
possibility of change, existing within the psyche and potentially able to emerge into 
society. How this change can be encouraged and assessed is the focus of the next sub-
section. 
Change and Autonomy 
One of the purposes of this dissertation is to articulate a robust theory of practice that 
provides the groundwork for a theology of change. This goal is greatly assisted by Bell’s 
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notion of “redemptive hegemony.”795 While Bell did explicitly establish this category as 
one which allows for change in a more robust way than Bourdieu’s ‘‘intentionless 
invention of regulated improvisation,”796 it is not a topic that she developed with any 
great detail. Nor did she specify the means to evaluate the degree to which an individual’s 
action is an instance of “redemptive hegemony.” Castoriadis goes further in his 
articulation of change and evaluation in regards to the social imaginary and radical 
imagination. His development is useful to this project in that it contributes to a sense of 
the factors which might inform normative guidelines for those wanting to shift a social 
imaginary.  
The undetermined nature of society emerges as a function of the radical 
imagination operating in autonomous social imaginary significations, allowing the 
possibility of self-reflective and liberating societies. However, it is decidedly not the case 
that Castoriadis understood the creative potential of the psyche to be ultimately 
normative. The radical imagination is not a repository for what society ought best to be. 
The subject’s experience of the radical imagination of the psyche is madness. 
Consequently, while a subject attempting to self-reflect on the radical imagination may 
viably experience the seeds of what may become greater social flourishing, she might 
also imagine horror or discontinuous chaos. 
The psyche is “too mad” even to live, and needs to be overlaid with a 
“subjectivity” that comes from without, from the social-historical, but we can go 
too far the other way also, burying the psyche too deeply by rendering the 
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distinction between the radical imagination and the social imaginary overly 
distinct — in which case the social being becomes estranged from the autistic 
being within it, loses in turn the mad talent of “unmotivated creation,” 
and becomes a prisoner in a set of images that it mistakes for “reality.”797 
 
Insofar as an individual desires to contribute to society by helping to shift the social 
imaginary, she needs to allow the free play of the radical imagination to inform her 
practice. However, turning toward the radical imagination carries some significant risk at 
least two levels.  
First, within an individual’s experience of self as a subject, too great a turn toward 
the psyche can cut one off from society. Movement toward the radical imagination in a 
society predominantly bound up in a heteronomous social imaginary can provide anxiety, 
fear, or violence among those convinced in the fixity of social imaginary significations 
identified as extra-social “reality.” Second, courageous as it might be, the results of a new 
practice emerging from a newly emergent imaginary are not a priori beneficial just 
because they emerged from an inward journey to the creative flux. Castoriadis reminds us 
that while the radicality of imagination brought about democracy, the Parthenon, and 
Macbeth, it also produced the Inquisition, Auschwitz, and nuclear weapons.798 Something 
other than the degree to which a new imaginary escapes a given set of heteronomous 
social imaginary significations is needed to assess new imaginaries. 
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The creation that emerges from an individual imagination onto the backdrop of 
the social-historical is to be assessed functionally in terms of the degree to which it seems 
to support movement toward autonomy. For Castoriadis, subjective autonomy is not 
conceivable except insofar as it is a mutual communal endeavor.  
[A]utonomy, as we have defined it, leads directly to the political and social 
problem. The conception we have discussed shows both that one cannot want 
autonomy without wanting it for everyone and that its realization cannot be 
conceived of in its full scope except as a collective enterprise…. if autonomy is 
the relation in which others are always present as the otherness and as the self-
ness of the subject, then autonomy can be conceived of, even in philosophical 
terms, only as a social problem and as a social relation.799 
 
What exactly this “collective enterprise” would look like at an institutional level is 
unclear, largely owing to the fact that Castoriadis does not think there is a certain pattern 
that will necessarily yield the liberating democracy he desires. He is explicit that “the 
project of autonomy… can give itself an endless variety of forms, some of which will be 
entirely new.”800 When societies shift toward autonomy, what emerges can institute a 
new horizon of being. 
Collective autonomy is the appropriation by the instituting power of the radical 
imaginary to create its own institutions and social imaginary significations, and to 
establish its proper laws and practices. It presupposes deliberation and 
questioning of social institutions, and the creation of new significations, 
institutions and political identities. It is the explicit recognition of the self-
generation of social forms without attribution to extra-social sources. It is the 
recognition that society and history are social creations and that, as social 
collectives, societies are the product of such creation and their own capacity to 
auto-institute themselves.801 
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This is a deeply unsettling conception of society. 
Castoriadis’ theory crosses right to the edges of both materialism and idealism, 
but it is neither.802 It elevates the capacity of the individual to conceive of a new way of 
being and simultaneously claims that the subject itself exists only as a socialized being. It 
is not purposeless nihilism, but neither does it have a fixed telos. 
[T]he project of autonomy does not aim at establishing Paradise on earth nor at 
bringing about the end of human history; nor does it purport to ensure universal 
happiness. The object of politics is not happiness, but freedom; autonomy is 
freedom understood not in the inherited, metaphysical sense, but as effective, 
humanly feasible, lucid and reflective position of the rules of individual and 
collective activity.803 
 
Furthermore, even when particular instances of the project of autonomy collapse into 
moments of self-alienation, the consequences of the moments before the collapse 
nevertheless persist.  
[T]he philosophically important point is that, even if it finally failed, as in Athens, 
or if it is in danger of waning, as in the present Western world, its effect has been 
the creation of a totally new, unheard of, ontological eidos: a type of being which, 
consciously and explicitly, alters the laws of its own existence as it is, however 
partly, materialized in a self-legislating society and in a new type of human being: 
the reflective and deliberating subjectivity.804 
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The question now becomes, what kind of being does US public schooling create? This is 
the focus of the following section. 
Having detailed Castoriadis’ understanding of the social imaginary, it is now clear 
how important this term is to the final portion of my definition of practice. Because 
practice “maintains, creates, and/or disrupts a social imaginary,” understanding a practice 
necessarily requires an understanding of the related imaginaries. Reading Bell through 
Castoriadis sharpens her claim that “practice does not reflect reality more or less 
effectively; it creates it more or less effectively.”805 In Castoriadisian terms, 
“maintaining” means accepting the determinacy of a heteronomous social imagination 
and the social imaginary significations by which it is constituted. “Creating” would be the 
action of the radical imaginary opening the possibility of more autonomous social 
imaginaries that might institute new patterns of self-reflection, thereby “disrupting” 
current dynamics and engendering societal transformation. That clarified understanding 
of imaginaries opens a path for considering how US public schooling may influence the 
American educational imaginary and the way this effects how it is that Americans 
conceive of human being.  
Public Schools as Imaginary Institutions 
Social imaginaries are at least partially constitutive of human subjects. 
Consequently, exploring how the practice of schooling shapes what I call the “American 
                                                          
 




educational imaginary” is the beginning of an investigation into how schooling helps 
shape people’s conceptions of the nature and purpose of human being. As was shown in 
Part II, schools have served as a mechanism for Americanization throughout history. The 
United States is composed of both material and imaginary components, and schools have 
been a part of producing both. This section explores the effects that the patterns of action 
described in Part II have upon the American educational imaginary.   
In Castoriadis’ model, public schools fit the description of an institution. They are 
“a socially sanctioned, symbolic network in which a functional component and an 
imaginary component are combined in variable proportions and relations.”806 Schooling 
has material manifestations in buildings, busses, and books, but also an overlay of 
imaginary significations on those material manifestations. As such, schooling is both a 
matrix of patterns that form a practice in Bell’s sense and simultaneously an imaginary 
institution in Castoriadis’ sense. These two dimensions can be in conflict, as when 
misrecognition in a practice becomes heightened and an internal tension arises between 
the material and imaginary aspects of practices and institutions.  
Institutionally, if the material “functional components” of a practice contribute to 
a maintenance of the status quo while the overlaid “imaginary components” function 
otherwise, this is an intense form of misrecognition in Bell’s sense. Eventually, this can 
lead to the negative material effects of institutions becoming more readily accepted as 
they become increasingly obscured under an alienating imaginary that does not easily 
                                                          
 




allow for material change.807 For example, teacher-centered instruction might be 
emphasized as a curricular tool in making sure that educational content is provided 
uniformly in multiple classrooms. However, if the focus on the teacher becomes too 
central and is not balanced with insight into the extent to which that pedagogy is actually 
benefiting students, it could become the case that increasing attention is getting paid to 
something that is largely irrelevant to what is needed. Castoriadis scholar Karl Smith 
provides a succinct gloss on precisely this point.     
Castoriadis regards the culture that has produced the amazing technological 
development of the late twentieth century as a “retreat into conformity.” We are 
increasingly generating more efficient, predictable, calculable and controllable 
methods/techniques to produce things; we are educating ever greater numbers of 
people with the skills and knowledge to operate new technologies; but fewer and 
fewer people have any say in terms of what they produce and what they are 
producing it for. Instead, these decisions are left to the “invisible hand of the 
market,” whose rationality can no sooner be questioned than can God’s justice.808 
 
When the perception of institutions becomes separated from the instituting society and 
subjects lose track of the fact that institutions are a function of the social imaginary, those 
institutions become “alienated from their makers”809 and contribute to heteronomous 
social imaginaries. As Smith says, when an institution is so  
deeply embedded/interwoven into the institutional fabric of a society that it is not 
possible to ask why we pursue this project rather than another, then we are 
dealing with a heteronomous society, with heteronomous subjects who are 
alienated from their fundamental creativity.810 
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Some patterns in US schooling suggest that such alienation is already taking place.  
I will turn to reconsider some of the patterns of US public schooling identified in 
Part II, doing so to consider ways the material and imaginary dynamics of this practice 
can be seen as alienatingly riven from one another. First, I will address the identified 
patterns of standardization and the decline of creativity in schooling, exploring them both 
at length so as to show dynamics of their operation. Following this, several other patterns 
identified in Part II will be discussed more briefly. 
Standardization 
In the first section of this chapter, high-stakes standardized testing was considered 
when articulating how schooling can be seen as strategic. I now return to that pattern and 
consider how it relates to a social imaginary. Understanding this next section is helped by 
knowing that there were significant increases in national control of educational policy 
directly in the wake of peak moments of national distress in the Cold War, the September 
11th bombings, and the 2008 Financial Crisis and Great Recession. Specifically, the US 
federal policy statements of “A Nation at Risk,” “No Child Left Behind,” and “Race to 
the Top” were each proposed in the wake of acute political tension.811 Every one of these 
policy statements contributed to a greater increase and emphasis on testing as a means of 
“raising academic standards, holding educators and students accountable for meeting 
                                                          
 




those standards, and boosting public confidence in schools.”812 There is, however, a split 
between the quality of the world connoted by claims that the US is one that works toward 
“No Child Left Behind” (NCLB) and observable evidence that suggests quite a few 
children are indeed being left behind, educationally speaking.  
 As noted in Chapter 3’s history, one of the stated intentions of NCLB was equity. 
Education scholars Bankston and Caldas argue that NCLB was made into an American 
educational institution so that “[a]ll children… could achieve at equally high levels of 
academic performance as measured on the same empirical assessments,” and “all groups 
were to advance at the same rates on essentially the same measures of achievement.”813 
Penalties were assessed against schools that did not meet this goal and they could be 
closed for continued non-compliance. The same administration that supported NCLB for 
all also opposed affirmative action in educational settings.814 Perhaps unsurprisingly then, 
“almost all failing schools also happen to be low-income schools serving high 
populations of at-risk children.”815 A pressing issue for NCLB was not just the ways its 
policy mandates failed to take into account the obstacles that might emerge from the 
socio-economic and interpersonal dynamics of students and families, but the fact that 
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NCLB presumed that the schools themselves would be the vehicles by which these 
families could better themselves.  
The institution of NCLB held a view that dismissed how “the family domain 
marks a major limitation in the effectiveness of any public schooling efforts to boost 
academic achievement,” and instead “glossed over this inconvenient truth by attempting 
to reshape the families themselves.”816 One of the stipulations of the bill mandates parent 
involvement at failing schools. The problem is that failing schools are very frequently in 
areas where parent support is already lower because of the high prevalence of single-
parent homes and the need to work long — and often irregular — hours.  
The implication is that, by insisting on a uniform and rigorous level of 
achievement as well as mandating that parents become involved, the government can not 
only legislatively “re-create the family… that leads to higher academic outcomes,” but 
that it “should intervene to do so.”817 Via governmental mandate, the schools become — 
however misguidedly — the place of requisite hope for social and familial 
transformation. The educational temples of our civic cult thus dictate the liturgies of US 
exceptionalism, and become sites that must be visited to comply with the system even if 
the system seems not to be doing what it claims. 
 After the national mandate of NCLB and its emphasis on standardization, created 
to ensure “100% compliance” for high performing schools, “we have seen no significant 
                                                          
 





progress in closing achievement gaps in student performance and have made no real steps 
in realizing the fair and equitable system the legislation aims to accomplish.”818 
Furthermore, the American Education Research Association claims that, while “high-
stakes testing applications are enacted by policy makers with the intention of improving 
education... if high-stakes testing programs are implemented... there is potential for 
serious harm.”819 In this same vein is the following statement from the American 
Evaluation Association: 
[H]igh stakes testing leads to under-serving or mis-serving all students, especially 
the most needy and vulnerable, thereby violating the principle of “do no harm.” 
… [We] oppose the use of tests as the sole or primary criterion for making 
decisions with serious negative consequences for students, educators, and 
schools.820 
 
High stakes testing engenders a view of the world in which the process of testing serves 
as “a means of raising academic standards, holding educators and students accountable 
for meeting those standards, and boosting public confidence in schools”821; however, 
significant evidence suggests it does not, materially, do this. How are we to understand 
this discrepancy? If no child is to be left behind and some individuals are being left 
behind, how should the situation be read? 
 One tact would be to claim that the government is willfully manipulating the 
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public by what David Kertzer calls “mystification” or the “symbolic representation of the 
political order in a way that systematically differs from the actual power relations found 
in society.”822 However, this type of frame suggests a more purposive and intentional 
position than is actually the case. Thinking along the lines of the social imaginary, one 
might diagnose a heteronomously-leaning social imaginary in which the world is 
configured such that equality and equity is imagined to be more present than it is 
materially. An imaginary component of society declares a universality to the claim that 
working hard will pay off in the long run, while material realities show marked 
disparities between whose work pays off.   
I do not believe that there is an educational conspiracy being willfully controlled 
by individuals consciously committed to maintaining the status quo. Rather, the social 
imaginary is such that unreflective maintenance of the status quo is a habitual mentality 
and orientation of most of society. What the world looks like to people operating within 
that imaginary is a profoundly more pleasant view of the world than one in which actions 
intended to help all of society have significant negative implications. Unfortunately, this 
latter scenario is often the case. 
 For example, since the start of the “Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment 
System” (MCAS Testing), the percent of students dropping out has increased. The 
increased rates are not evenly distributed, with Latinx students 14 times more likely to 
                                                          
 




drop out than their White peers. Students of African descent are 19 times more likely. 823 
Direct connections can be made between this increasing rate of dropouts and testing, as 
many school districts strive to prevent students from entering grades with high stakes 
tests until they are deemed likely to pass. However, holding students back a year, or 
“grade retention,” is highly correlated to dropping out of school and is at all-time highs in 
many urban districts.824 Testing is framed as a tool for increasing school performance at 
the same time as it materially functions contrary to this goal.   
Within the practice of schooling, the pattern of standardization functions to 
institute a system that attempts to order the anxiety and fracture of US political and social 
life with behaviors and messaging that connotes a collective social ability to exert control 
to a greater degree than is materially the case. Social imaginaries can function to bring a 
sense of order to people’s experience of the material aspects of society. This can occur 
even if material aspects of society function in ways contrary to this ordering. In this 
sense, schooling as practice functions somewhat like ritual in that it provides meaning 
and it orders the sometimes chaotic and disconcerting experience of the world with rules 
and guidelines that purport to provide a clear path to progress. The rise of standardization 
and tightening school reforms being directly preceded by socio-political changes that 
induce anxiety and confusion supports this position.825 Practices help to order experience 
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and provide meaning. The pattern of standardization within the practice of schooling is a 
prime example of this. 
Recall from the first section of this chapter that educational historians Cohen and 
Rosenburg interpreted standardization as “a ritual expression of Americans' faith in the 
role of science in the achievement of social progress.”826 Seen through the lens of 
Castoriadis’ social imaginary, insofar as testing is part of the practice of schooling,827 one 
can read schooling as containing within it a vision that all students can be moved toward 
success over and against the unpredictability and inequality of students' starting positions. 
If this same vision yielded self-reflection and catalyzed material transformation of 
institutions and behaviors, the resulting worldview might well be understood as what 
Castoriadis refers to as an autonomous social imaginary. However, an issue arises when 
there is an increasing gap between society’s vision of the social imaginary and material 
evidence to the contrary.  
 To address the situation of inequality would necessitate an acknowledgement of 
the ways the narrative of the US as an ideal democracy may need to come into question. 
This, however, is a central tenet of the “civic cult dedicated to celebrating and enhancing 
national solidarity,”828 and as such, is thoroughly embedded in the dominant imaginary, 
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making it a challenge to offer a critique at any major level. Bankston and Caldas describe 
the dynamic well: 
The effect that faith in the civil religion of education has on limiting open and 
honest debate, though, goes beyond the exclusion, however gentle, of those who 
hold points of view at variance with the dominant values. The limitation itself is 
an ever greater difficulty. The more we are committed by faith to a line of action, 
the less we are able to question whether our actions are actually toward the 
expected ends, much less question the ends themselves.829 
 
A dynamic that makes individuals less able to be self-reflective is precisely how 
Castoriadis describes the effect of a heteronomous social imagination. In these situations, 
an autonomous social imaginary is not instituted fully enough to allow for “variance with 
the dominant values” to transcend the over-determined imaginary “reality” being 
propagated. The result of this tension is that education policy itself is caught in the gap 
between materiality and the imaginary practice and institution that is American public 
schooling. An autonomous social imagination actively supports individual and social 
reflection on the ways in which the stories told match — or are dissonant with — 
experience. This makes the second noted pattern, the decline of creativity, all the more 
concerning.  
The Decline of Creativity 
The more autonomous a social imaginary, the more society is able to recognize 
that stories, laws, and social mores, are malleable constructs. Within Castoriadis’ 
framework, a more autonomous society comes about by increasing numbers of 
                                                          
 




individuals exploring the radical imagination and allowing themselves to imagine new 
stories, laws, and social mores. Above, the pattern of standardization was discussed. A 
closely related, though separate, pattern is the way that standardization affects other 
aspects of school. In the words of education reformer and policy analyst Diane Ravitch,  
[H]igh-stakes testing means less time for the arts, less time for history or 
geography or civics or foreign languages or science. We see schools across 
America dropping physical education. We see them dropping music. We see them 
dropping their arts programs… all in pursuit of higher test scores.830  
 
Tragically, Ravitch shares that she has heard some argue that the best way to make sure 
that the arts and foreign languages remain part of the curriculum is to make sure that they 
too become the object of testing.831 Though concerning, this unfortunately seems to be 
right in line with an emphasis on “the importance of education for creating a national 
orthodoxy.”832 Again, this is not to say that there is some active and conscious conspiracy 
against creativity, but that the American educational imaginary delimits the boundaries of 
what we are able to see as possible and good. Legitimating the importance of the arts, 
civics, or play by means of standardized assessments seems to miss how important free-
ranging exploration is as part of human learning and growth.  
Kyung Hee Kim, a US psychologist and creativity researcher, closes her highly 
publicized 2011 article “The Creativity Crisis” by noting that, “in order to be accorded 
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psychological safety and psychological freedom, children need time to think in the first 
place.” 833 However, recent trends in educational policy have meant that, since at least the 
1980s, schools have provided consistently less time for unstructured free time. Youth 
development has suffered as a result. 834 Kim writes: 
The high-stakes testing environment has led to the elimination of content areas 
and activities including electives, the arts, enrichment and gifted programs, 
foreign language, elementary sciences, and elementary recess (playtime), which 
leaves little room for imagination, scholarship, critical or creative thinking, and 
problem solving.835 
 
Time and space for exploration is systematically being colonized by the need for the 
willful conjuring of exams that produce results for national assessments. Even more 
concerning for Kim is the fact that empirical evidence suggests that  
creative thinking is declining over time among Americans of all ages, especially 
in kindergarten through third grade. The decline is steady and persistent, from 
1990 to present… [The decline] begins in young children, which is especially 
concerning as it stunts abilities which are supposed to mature over a lifetime…836  
 
While IQ scores continue to rise — on average — creativity has begun to decline. 
The social ramifications of the decline of creativity are significant and 
concerning. Even more so is the fact that those youths who are markedly more creative 
than their peers often have a harder time succeeding in school. Research suggests that, 
when students’ “creative needs are not met, students often become underachievers... and 
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underachievement leads to lower levels of educational attainment.”837 These dynamics are 
so significant that, given current conditions, empirical study has demonstrated that “high 
school students who are creative are more likely to dropout than other students.”838 In 
terms of being successful at school, creativity can be seen as detrimental. 
Critical pedagogy scholars Stanley Aronowitz and Henry Giroux have argued that 
the support for creativity and imagination is not only needed for academic success, but, in 
a claim very resonant with Castoriadis’ notion of the radical imagination of the psyche, 
for the development of selfhood itself. 
The imaginary is the foundation of play; it is the way we make a new world as well as 
achieve selfhood. Play can be understood as the interaction of two imaginaries, 
especially among children where the activity itself is directed to creating not only the 
social self, but also a self that “goes beyond” the givens of existing social 
structures.839 
 
The instituting pattern that is the decline of creativity may well be influencing children’s 
developing identities and sense of the world. Their social imaginaries are connected to 
their classroom practices.  
One of the consequences of the ubiquity of standardization is that, due to the 
complexity of the policy and the possible governmental interventions and punitive 
responses when schools, teachers, and students do not comply, some teachers find it 
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increasingly challenging to be adaptive in their classrooms. That is, “local creativity and 
innovation have been stymied as school personnel try first to figure out what policy 
means, and then try to craft plans to implement it.”840 This stymying dynamic has been 
occurring at the same time as global studies show creativity was the most highly ranked 
factor for predictions of future corporate success,841 78% of Americans express the need 
for more time to be dedicated to supporting creativity in schools,842 and 71% of polled 
Americans believe “creativity is being stifled by our educational system.”843 This 
dynamic is again one with which Castoriadis is familiar. Of heteronomously-oriented 
institutions, he says that they exist, 
in the long struggle of each person’s life, to place blocks and obstacles in the way 
at every instant, to push the waters in a certain direction, and finally to rage 
against whatever might be manifested as autonomy. This is why the person who 
says he wants autonomy while refusing the revolution in institutions knows 
neither what he is saying nor what he wants.844 
 
The decline of creativity in both individuals and institutions is a pattern within the 
practice of US public schooling and, just as standardization is not universally present in 
every moment of the practice of schooling, neither is this decline in creativity going to 
manifest uniformly. Not every school, teacher, and student has decreasing creative 
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capacity. However, those individuals who continue to want adaptable, non-standard, and 
creativity-increasing education may well find it challenging to comply with the system as 
it is. This is true for high school dropouts who cannot sufficiently fit, perform, or comply, 
and for teachers who want something more. It is also the case that these individuals may 
well be part of what comes next.  
The “Transformation Schema” described in Chapter 5 could represent the 
emergence of a new way of thinking about what the practice of schooling could be, one 
that is not yet firmly established but might be able to yield more self-reflective 
institutions and individuals. Castoriadis writes that, where we “find in social reality itself 
a conflictual structure,” so too may we find “the seeds of a solution.”845 The claim is not 
that practices discretely either maintain or disrupt imaginaries. Rather, practices are part 
of the ways imaginaries develop more generally. The same practice might be 
simultaneously maintaining an imaginary in some portions of society at the same time it 
elsewhere sows the seeds of transformation and disruption.  
Other Instituting Patterns Influencing the American Educational Imaginary 
By exploring the patterns of standardization and the decline of creativity and how 
they are associated with the social imaginary, I have demonstrated how the patterns that 
comprise a practice are intimately part of how individuals within a society imaginatively 
conceive of themselves and that society. While explication will not be as prolonged for 
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the other identified patterns, a similarly detailed process is possible for each of the other 
patterns addressed below. In addition to the two addressed above, there are at least six 
other patterns brought to light via the explorations recounted in Part II. They are 
enumerated here and will be addressed below. 
1. Internal tension regarding who should control schools 
2. Compulsory nature of schooling  
3. Schools explicitly serving to “Americanize” students  
4. Schooling as a means of sorting and selection for student success  
5. Schools providing increasing opportunity in exchange for compliance 
6. An increase in individualization and teacher-centered instruction  
 
1. Internal tensions about control. Patterns pertaining to the internal tension 
regarding who should control schools has been evident from the origins of the colonial 
educational systems. They were present in the inter-Christian arguments over which 
version of the Bible would be best for student instructions and the eventual legal decision 
that “no public funds should go to any school associated with a particular 
denomination.”846 Internal conflict also manifested in the tensions between desires for 
local control and centralized and bureaucratic authority.847 This, in turn, also manifested 
the tension between schools functioning as a proxy for society as the locus of control for 
maintaining racial segregation when social dynamics demanded something else be 
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done.848 Schools were the field upon which larger societal struggles were played out. 
2. Compulsory schooling. By making schooling compulsory, the State established 
one of the only institutions that the vast majority of people engage with. Consequently, 
the compulsory quality of schooling might even be seen as the means by which other 
patterns have become so influential. Significant numbers of American politicians, 
legislators, and educators have viewed compulsory schooling as the “key policy tool to 
nation-build,”849 part of which entailed efforts to ensure that everyone who was in the 
nation that was being built was “American enough.”  
3. Americanization. Emerging in the 19th century with “Indian boarding schools” 
and amplified again due to immigration, forcible and explicit acculturation via schooling 
peaked again in the late 1990s and early 2000s when a wave of anti-Hispanic sentiment 
yielded laws that “effectively outlawed teaching in multiple languages.”850 
Massachusetts, for example, overturned its English-only instruction law as recently as 
2017.851 The impulse to use schooling as a process of unification is intimately related to 
the desire for standardization and the ways schooling has been understood as process for 
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sorting students into different careers and social classes. 
4. Social Sorting. Thomas Jefferson understood schools to be built on the idea of 
"raking a few geniuses from the rubbish," and the earliest public schools were expressly 
designed for elite male students presumed to be headed toward civil or church 
leadership.852 Schools provide one of the most successful means of funneling students 
into various types of career and life paths, including college for some and prison for 
others, both trajectories heavily influenced by public school experience.853 This sorting 
function, when overlaid with other patterns, such as standardization and compulsion, 
yields complex institutional developments with troubling implications.  
5. Compliance. Schools provide increasing opportunity in exchange for 
compliance. It is important to emphasize the dynamic that, while many of these patterns 
are not something that people would explicitly want to endorse, they are only able to be 
analytically separated from one another in a discrete way in theory. The practice of US 
public schooling contains all these patterns and likely many more that have escaped 
examination. In this context, “compliance” means somehow engaging with the practice of 
schooling as designed for the sake of benefit, perhaps in spite of some of the other 
patterns. 
Compliance will look different for students than it does for teachers, and also 
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different for parents, administrators, and politicians. What remains the case throughout is 
that insofar as people are willing and/or able to “do school,” it does sometimes result in 
desired outcomes. Schooling is never only misrecognized. It is strategic as well. That is, 
for many, schooling can be part of a plan to get access to more capital.  
My claim is not that schooling is entirely ineffective at providing students with 
increasing opportunities, but rather, that there is an often unrecognized cost alongside the 
benefits. The “bureaucratic revolution” of the 20th century simultaneously “opened up 
new opportunities” and created a “dysfunctional system.”854 Teachers often experience 
burnout855 and significant racial and class inequity persist856; yet, in Bourdieusian 
language, “pedagogical action can,… despite the symbolic violence it entails, open the 
possibility of an emancipation founded on awareness and knowledge of the conditionings 
undergone.”857 Schools are a place where, if one is willing and able to follow social 
norms, personal effort can sometimes be converted into various sorts of capital. However, 
adherence to the norms can become so habitual that it influences an individual beyond the 
school environment as well. Deeply habituated patterns about what achieving success 
entails can shape a person’s life at home, at work, and in civil interactions as well. Such 
is the case with the practice of schooling and the pattern of individualization and teacher-
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6. Individualization. Student success is intimately tied to a student’s own sense of 
being an independent self. For example, the activities that educational researchers know 
to be the most effective learning opportunities for group work are regularly the kinds of 
things being reduced in classrooms.858 It is not that grades and test scores encourage 
students to be primarily concerned in their own success because the US embodies 
individualistic values, but that schooling contributes to the dynamic that makes the US 
that way. 859 Similarly, the trend toward narrowing a curriculum means, as Ravitch has 
pointed out, “less time for the arts, less time for history or geography or civics or foreign 
languages,”860 which means lessening school support for affective learning, learning 
about others, and self-understanding in the context of a broader world. Parallel funding 
cuts in these sectors exist outside of national educational budgets well.861 The advent of 
individualized assessment coupled with increasing examination often means that more 
class time is spent in teacher-centered learning environments in which students are tacitly 
discouraged from learning from one another, but regard the teacher as the source by 
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which the test can be passed.862 
Overlapping Patterns within Practice 
Complex practices like schooling are a matrix of patterns, each of which 
contributes to the practice as a whole and the related social imaginary. Patterns within a 
practice are not discrete but overlap with other patterns. Each of the patterns noted above 
can be studied discretely and listed neatly as separate items on a list. It is also the case 
that, as part of practice that is both instituted and instituting of the mutually arising social 
imaginary, these patterns contain aspects of one another and combine to produce new 
social imaginary significations. Consider, for example, how American curriculum theorist 
Thomas Popkewitz reflects on NCLB. He writes: 
The phrase “all children” is not only a reiteration of a political and social 
principle, but also functions as a pivoting point to distinguish two human kinds in 
educational reform — the child who has all the capacities to be a lifelong learner 
and to achieve in schooling, and the child who is a different human kind, the child 
called in some reports disadvantaged… If we pose this schematically, the image 
and narrative of the child embodied in the term “all children” is that of the 
lifelong learner. The lifelong learner is a human kind that is different from the 
human kind that needs remediation and rectification, the child who does not have 
the characteristics to flexibly solve problems and make choices...863 
 
In this view, the patterns of sorting, compulsion, and standardization interact to produce 
the institution of NCLB and the imaginary notion that “all children” can be addressed 
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through a uniform set of standards. To Popkewitz’s gloss, I would add that the child 
embodied in “all children” is also one who works well by themselves and responds well 
to teacher-centered instruction.864 Patterns of practice merge, resonate, and establish 
institutional frameworks and language which reflects back to society meanings about 
what it means to be a child.  
The question is less about whether or not US public education accomplishes 
something, and more about the degree to which what it accomplishes is desirable, for 
whom is it desirable, to what extent the “violence” it entails is worth the costs and, if it is, 
who pays that price. Questions like these are ones that theological traditions are 
profoundly equipped to answer. For this reason, Chapter 7 returns to these questions with 
a distinctly theological lens, asking what religious reflection might contribute to analysis 
and eventual response. 
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TOWARD CONSCIENTIZAÇÃO NATAL 
Natality is the fundamental human condition. It is even more basic than 





Liberation is thus a childbirth, and a painful one. The man or woman who 
emerges is a new person, viable only as the oppressor-oppressed 




The purpose of this chapter is to begin more explicit theological reflection on the 
practice of schooling. To that end, this chapter builds toward the development of a 
construct that I call “conscientização natal,” a concept that I develop from resonant 
themes in the work of Grace Jantzen and Paulo Freire. The concept, more particularly, is 
the result of weaving together Freire and Jantzen on a loom of Bell and Castoriadis. This 
weaving yields a utopian anthropology, within which a pedagogy of birth can be 
developed and used to examine both the practice of public schooling in the US and the 
co-constitutive American educational imaginary. The chapter establishes the context from 
which conscientização natal emerges and then situates the concept as the centerpiece for 
interpreting the practice of schooling and considering how social change might occur. 
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 The first section below details Jantzen's vision of natality and identifies the 
characteristics that emerge from the influence of Luce Irigaray and Hannah Arendt. I 
similarly engage Freire’s notion of conscientização and the influence of Karl Marx, the 
Base Communities of South America, and the rise of Gustavo Gutiérrez’s liberation 
theology. These tracings of Jantzen and Freire will then be held beside one another for 
comparison, noting their similarities, particularly as pertains to the role of creativity and 
imagination in historical materiality and desire for change. The chapter closes by 
considering how conscientização natal entails a utopian anthropology and the 
commitments it has as a pedagogy of birth.  
Grace Jantzen's Natality 
Given the ways the practice of schooling shapes the American educational 
imagination, a turn to Grace Jantzen provides a welcome intervention for disrupting some 
of the negative dynamics, especially in her discussion of “necrophilia” and “natality.” 
This section shows how these ideas are grounded in a particular type of attention to 
materiality, which is highly influenced by the work of Luce Irigaray and Hanna Arendt. 
First, I discuss necrophilia and consider some of its ramifications within theological 
epistemology and anthropology. Then, clarifying by contrast, I consider natality. I argue 
that, while both necrophilia and natality are frames upon which imaginaries can be 
inscribed, the necrophilic imaginary is one which seeks accuracy, clarity, and fixity via 




from its focus, while natality encompasses both birth and death. In Castoriadis’ terms, 
natality is a predominantly autonomous social imaginary. 
 In Jantzen's seminal book, Becoming Divine, she levies the claim that “the 
Western intellectual tradition is obsessed with death and other worlds, a violent obsession 
that is interwoven with a masculinist drive for mastery.”867 She shows how the current 
dominant imaginary is marked by a focus on the present order as insufficient, especially 
because of its materiality. The “insufficiency” of the present results in an attempt to 
dominate it. Jantzen recalls that, since for Plato, “the soul is really at home elsewhere,” 
all embodied life is just a “sojourn” of the soul.868 In her reading, Plato argues that  
True life is the life of the soul. Bodily life is mere life, of an altogether inferior order. 
What emerges is the persistent “living for death” that constitutes one of the most 
consistent principles in the philosophical tradition of the West, replete with hostility 
to the body and determination to master it and the material world of which it is a 
part.869 
 
For Jantzen, this “living for death” is the primary quality of the Western imaginary. She 
argues that “modernity and all its master discourses have been based on a choice of death, 
a choice which acts itself out with ever-increasing violence.”870 The critique of this 
“choice for death” is the heart of all of Jantzen's last work, from 1998's Becoming Divine, 
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through her unfinished six book series “Death and the Displacement of Beauty,” until her 
death in 2006.  
 Put more pointedly, Jantzen felt that dominant Western culture was “preoccupied 
with violence, sacrifice, and death, and built upon mortality not only as a human fact but 
as a fundamental philosophical category.”871 Jantzen said that this choice for death 
“constitutes one of the most consistent principles in the philosophical tradition of the 
West” and names it as “necrophilia.”872 Her project was to show that this love of death 
manifests in many ways within the academy and beyond. Necrophilia has filtered so far 
down into our consciousness and culture that we take “mortal” as a synonym for 
“human.” For the purposes of this chapter, consideration will be given to the effects of 
this necrophilic imaginary on epistemology — including theological epistemology — and 
anthropology.   
 Epistemologically, Jantzen's later work on natality can be seen as continued 
growth of some of her very early theological scholarship on the Incarnation. In 1980, 
prior to the publication of her first book, Jantzen wrote a short and powerful essay in 
which she opened with the following question: “[I]f we say that Jesus was God incarnate, 
what are the consequences for our epistemology?”873 Jantzen answers herself with an 
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ultimatum: “We can only accept the doctrine of incarnation if, among other things, we 
can accept its epistemological consequences: if we cannot, then belief in the incarnation 
must be modified or jettisoned.”874 And what, for Jantzen, are the “epistemological 
consequences” of the doctrine of incarnation? She offers that “anyone who affirms that 
doctrine will need to make room, in his [sic] epistemology, for paradox and mystery.”875 
There is an epistemological price to pay, says Jantzen, for accepting the incarnation as 
truth. 
What we can do is one of two things: either we can, starting with Christology, 
engage in systematic theological house-cleaning, placing all paradoxes on a shelf 
labeled 'METAPHOR: TO BE USED ONLY FOR DEVOTIONAL PURPOSES' and after we 
have finished ask ourselves whether the house of doctrine is still sufficiently 
furnished to live in. Or... we must think much harder about the relationship 
between paradox and truth, and see whether paradox might not serve in our time, 
as it has in the past, as a source of fruitfulness for religious insight.876  
 
 Note that, some 18 years prior to the publication of Becoming Divine, Jantzen had 
already come to a key question that is threaded all throughout her scholarship: when we 
take the body seriously what does that do to our thinking? In this early essay she reaches 
a conclusion that is equally resonant with her work on necrophilia and natality. She 
writes that if Christians accept the doctrine of incarnation it requires a concomitant 
acceptance of a transformed concept of understanding itself. This transformation would 
emphasize “the whole person, not just his cranium,” and would “have the corollary of 
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seeing poetry, metaphor, and symbol, rather than physics, as the providers of paradigms 
for understanding and response in our epistemological theory.”877 This tension between 
“cranium” knowledge and a knowledge that demands a “response of the whole person” is 
precisely what is under assessment when Jantzen explores the implications of necrophilia.  
 A significant argument in Jantzen's work is that the very nature of Western 
epistemology has been co-opted by the necrophilic fascination with death. Indeed, 
perhaps this co-opting is the defining mark of necrophilia on culture. Central to 
modernity’s necrophilia is what Jantzen considers a scientistic epistemology: “what 
counts as knowledge is itself founded on a gesture of death... [T]he standard 'S knows 
that P' model of knowledge beloved of the epistemology of modernity implicitly renders 
both knowledge and its object mechanical, lifeless.”878 When knowledge's first home is 
presumed to be outside of bodily life then bodies can have little effect on what is known 
to be true. For Jantzen, modernist knowledge is like building walls out of brick, which 
must be made, whereas what she envisions is a kind of knowing in which mystery, 
creativity, and growth are lauded: more like tending a garden than building a tower.  
 In her essay “Before the Rooster Crows,” Jantzen cites John Locke as a primary 
source of the dominance of modernity's fixation on fixity and mechanization. There she 
writes that, within the epistemology emerging from the necrophilic imaginary, “ideas 
themselves, the atoms out of which all our knowledge is built up, are lifeless. They have 
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been dissected to the point where they are dead, inert.”879 Moreover, she adds that 
knowing and learning have both been rendered as forms of acquisition and production. 
That is, “the procedure of rebuilding [ideas] into complex doctrines or theories is also 
lifeless: it is a mathematical or mechanical procedure which could be done more 
accurately and more efficiently by computers... Thus lifelessness is at the very basis of 
Locke's epistemology.”880 She goes on to show how this epistemological foundation is 
the basis for most Modern ethical systems, even when they appear to be in conflict. For 
example, she contrasts Immanuel Kant’s categorical imperative with John Stuart Mill's 
utilitarianism.  
Jantzen rightly claims that Kant based his ethics on “demanding that one act upon 
what one would wish could be universal law” and argued that “one’s own moral purity is 
more important than the consequences for other people and the rest of the world.”881 This 
is nearly opposite to Mill, for whom “the morality of any particular action is to be 
calculated on the basis of the greatest good for the greatest number of people.”882 And 
yet, says Jantzen, these “opposite” arguments are both built upon a kind of knowing that 
is equally rooted in necrophilia.  
Both base themselves on a foundational principle that they take to be axiomatic, 
and then derive specific rules for action by rational deduction from that principle. 
Feminist ethics, in all its many variations, usually begins from the premise that 
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life isn't like that... Feminists frequently begin, as does normal moral thought, 
from some concrete situation — abortion, poverty, pornography, education — and 
if they invoke or generate wider ethical principles at all, they do so with direct 
reference to the specific issue in question.883 
 
 Equally concerning for Jantzen, the foundations of these ethics are exactly the 
same ones that comprise most modern theology and theological anthropology as well. In 
the necrophilic imaginary, “God is an incorporeal, omnipotent and omniscient being, 
utterly other than the world and detached from it in a grand cosmic dualism.” 884 Jantzen 
suggests that the reason this perspective is often considered the “traditional understanding 
of God” is at least in part due, “to the success of the Lockean project.”885 This success has 
ramifications beyond theology. Jantzen sees this framing of the divine paralleled in 
anthropology as well. She writes that “just as the world is composed of lifeless matter set 
in motion by a transcendent, incorporeal God,” so too is “the human body a mechanism 
set in motion and inhabited by an incorporeal soul.”886 Work intended to undo or 
transform such a notion of the human body will likely need to address the parallel 
theological framing as well. 
As profound as the success of “the Lockean project” has been to encourage a 
narrower view of knowing, learning, and human being, Jantzen believes that there 
nevertheless persists another way of being which — psychoanalytically speaking — 
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necrophilia functions to repress. In Jantzen's words, “the condition of human possibility 
is natality: natality is therefore the foundation of freedom... [and] freedom, understood as 
the possibility of beginning which is rooted in our own beginning, is always material, 
embodied: there is no disembodied natality.”887 Though the entirety of the Western 
imaginary has been marked by its fascination with death, another vision is possible. 
In this alternative frame, the present God is not infinitely distant from 
embodiment, but is “the horizon for human becoming... not in the realist or empirical 
sense made dubious by the critiques of modernity, but as a mirror of 'that of God in 
everyone,' that ideal likeness we may both project and reflect.”888 Jantzen envisions a 
non-dual God with materiality and ties to humanity: another way of knowing and being 
that — though repressed — has resisted erasure.  
 Jantzen suggests that the necrophilic imaginary has negative consequences for 
materiality, especially for women and creation, which, as “virgin land,”889 is often 
feminized. How is it that natality has managed to persist as a possible imaginary in spite 
of thousands of years of necrophilic domination? It has avoided extinction because it is 
more fundamental than even death. 
[A]lthough not all women give birth, every person who has ever lived has been 
born... Natality is the fundamental human condition. It is even more basic than the 
fact that we will die, since death presupposes birth.890 
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Thus, we can say that Jantzen's project — the scope of which encompasses the diagnosis 
of all Western culture, philosophy, and theology — is an effort to refigure the concept of 
humanity as “mortal” to humanity as “natal.”891  
One of Jantzen’s goals is to bring to consciousness the reality of natality and 
diminish its social repression under necrophilia. Similar to Castoriadis, who posited that 
more just laws and practices could emerge from “the instituting power of the radical 
imaginary,” used collectively to “create its own institutions and social imaginary 
significations,”892 Jantzen wants to “help effect a shift in Western consciousness and 
practice, disrupting the symbolic of death and beginning to open for a new imaginary in 
which knowledge and reality are otherwise constituted.”893 What then might this new 
constitution of knowledge look like? In terms of practice theory, this is a question about 
how to encourage a shift from maintaining a current imaginary toward disrupting it and 
allowing a new world to be more fully imagined. Jantzen has a sense of some of the 
things needed to do this. 
 For one, while the necrophilic imaginary seems to be anti-material and demeaning 
of birth, the natal imaginary, instead, acknowledges that death is part of life. Generativity 
and pregnancy mean letting go of that which has been for what might emerge. Birth and 
death as well as living and dying: they are bound up in one another in undeniable 
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relationality, not split off from one another over some chasm. Jantzen suggests that, 
instead of “according paradigmatic epistemological status to knowledge of lifeless bits of 
matter, we might take our knowledge of one another as exemplary for epistemology.”894 
This seems viable and generative. For example, I do not know the entirety of my wife, 
but I know her. I do not know her mind at all times, or the totality of her history. Quite 
frequently even her present state often confounds me, but I know her. I am in relation to 
her in such a way that my knowledge of her influences our relationship and the 
relationship influences my knowledge. This is the kind of frame Jantzen envisions more 
broadly. 
 In developing her sense of natality, two of the most significant resources from 
which Jantzen draws to arrive at these points in her own work are Luce Irigaray and 
Hannah Arendt. The following two sub-sections explore the ways Jantzen has been 
influenced by these two thinkers, an understanding of which is important to developing a 
nuanced sense of natality.  
Luce Irigaray 
Though Irigaray is cited throughout Becoming Divine, Jantzen uses her pivotally 
in the last chapter. Discussing “the trajectory of the person who perceives beauty, loves 
                                                          
 




it, and by uniting with beauty becomes divine,”895 Jantzen quotes Irigaray, who says that 
such a person  
would have attained what I shall call a sensible transcendental, the material 
texture of beauty… beauty itself is seen as that which confounds the opposition 
between immanence and transcendence. As an always already sensible horizon of 
which everything would appear.896 
 
Jantzen draws a parallel here to her own project, noting that  
beauty cannot be detached and float free from the physical matter of a painting or 
sculpture, nor can transcendence float free of its sensible configuration… The 
transcendental and the immanent are not to be seen as opposites. Rather, the 
sensible transcendental, the pantheistic projection of the female divine, opens 
out… bringing the god to live through us.897 
 
When transcendence and immanence are conceived as opposites, the consequence is a 
form of thought and action that is necrophilic. For Irigaray, religion was the “linchpin of 
the Western symbolic”898 that did this. From her position, one of the main ways that the 
masculine symbolic maintained itself as the source of woman-disempowering authority is 
by means of religion. Jantzen understands this to be her project as well, but her tact is 
recuperative rather than dismissive: her whole body of later work is an attempt to 
transform religion rather than jettison it.  
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At a broad level, this transformation consists of replacing the notion of God as an 
“all-powerful super-being in a timeless realm,”899 with the divine as “a divine horizon for 
human becoming.”900 Understood this way, Jantzen's natality is a response to Irigaray's 
own diagnosis. Irigaray writes: 
Religion marks the place of the absolute for [women], its path, the hope of its 
fulfillment. All too often though, that fulfillment has been postponed or 
transferred to some transcendental time and place. It has not been interpreted as 
the infinite that resides within us and among us, the god in us, the Other for us, 
becoming with and in us...901  
 
Rather than place hope in that which is eternally “postponed or transferred,” Irigaray 
longs for “a future coming not measured by the transcendence of death but by the call to 
birth of the self and the other.”902 Jantzen joins her in this longing. Indeed, this longing is 
precisely what catalyzed Jantzen's work. Not only does she name the desire for a hope of 
fulfillment that is not “transferred to some transcendental time,” but she thinks such a 
thing is possible. To accomplish such a change, the male symbolic imaginary of 
necrophilia has to be shaken enough to allow something to grow in its fractures. Jantzen’s 
description of this growth celebrates difference and does not presume that change is a 
zero-sum-game.  
Returning to the concrete roots of life through the symbolic of natality means that 
our orientation towards “becoming divine” will be one where divinity does not 
require an economy of the same, but can celebrate alterity while still grounded in 
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empathy... the ethical responsiveness required by a symbolic of natality disrupts 
the patriarchal symbolic order and opens the way for constructive 
relationships...903 
One of the things that “opens the way” for this natal way of being is empathy and the 
recognition of beauty. This too is found in Irigaray, especially in her writing about 
wonder as “the first passion.”904  
 For Irigaray, wonder allows one to live into a possibility that is not merely the 
actualization of predetermined conditions. She refers to it as “the motivating force behind 
mobility in all its dimensions,”905 and asks if wondering is “the ground or inner secret of 
genesis, of creation.”906 Wonder is the space between what has come and what may 
come. The subjunctive there is important. It is not the space between what has come and 
what will come, but an experience of the possibilities that may never emerge. Wonder is 
intimately bound up with "what has not yet found a setting,"907 and the realization that a 
surplus of experience exists within every moment. As Irigaray asks, 
Is wonder the time that is always covered over by the present? The bridge, the 
stasis, the moment of in-stance? Where I am no longer in the past and not yet in 
the future. The point of passage between two closed worlds, two definite 
universes, two space-times or two others determined by their identities, two 
epochs, two others. A separation without a wound, awaiting or remembering, 
without despair or closing in on the self.908 
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One of the things to note here is the remarkable similarity between Irigaray’s ideas about 
wonder and Castoriadis’ conception of the psyche’s radical imagination. However, the 
quality of their language reveals an important difference. Consider Castoriadis’ framing 
below compared to Irigaray’s gloss on wonder above. When radical imagination 
overcomes heteronomous social imaginaries, that overcoming manifests as an “explosion, 
split, rupture,” and a “surging forth of ontological genesis… burst asunder as a 
determined ‘place’ in which something determined could simply stand.”909 While 
Castoriadis writes of bursting rupture and explosion, Irigaray describes bridges and 
separations without wounds. Wonder “constitutes an opening prior to and following that 
which surrounds, enlaces."910 For her, when wonder leads to a remembering that opens 
into possibility, it entails a recognition of the challenging nature of that experience:  
Wonder is a mourning for the self as an autarchic entity; whether this mourning is 
triumphant or melancholy. Wonder must be the advent or the event of the other. 
The beginning of a new story?911 
 
These parallels are not coincidental. Both Irigaray and Castoriadis were psychoanalytic 
philosophers disaffected with Marxist thought and grappling with a way to think beyond 
Lacan.912 
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In her book on Irigaray, Margaret Whitford writes that Castoriadis’ conception of 
the imagination “is probably the closest to Irigaray’s,” but he fails to “think sexual 
difference.”913 Put another way, while Castoriadis’ development of the importance and 
function of the imagination might be apt, it did not sufficiently take into account the 
context of embodiment. He gestures at it when he discusses imaginary institutions that 
are not determined, but nevertheless “lean on the natural stratum”; however, his 
discussion is abstract, referring in the same passage to the consequences of a sun and a 
moon and sex.914 Conversely, Irigaray wanted to name the enfleshment of imagination, 
wonder, and new ways of being: the beginning of new human stories is felt and comes to 
be in bodies.915 This emphasis is clearly seen in Jantzen’s work as well. 
 Irigaray's work functions as one of the primary sources of the theory that Jantzen 
employs in her project to disrupt the current male symbolic imaginary. Jantzen appeals to 
Irigaray to “open the way” for natality. I suggest that Jantzen used Irigaray’ embodied 
wonder as a creative disruptive force that brings the current order of necrophilic 
imagination into focus and points to the cracks in which a new seed of thought might take 
hold with “concrete roots of life” and make more life. Only after admitting wonder into 
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the conversation does Jantzen suggest treatment with natality, which she draws from 
Hannah Arendt.  
Hannah Arendt 
An understanding of Hannah Arendt provides a deeper comprehension of Jantzen, 
especially the way she expands on the nature of natality. Morny Joy draws attention to 
the ways Arendt was a central figure for Jantzen's project in a brief chapter titled 
“Rethinking the 'Problem of Evil' with Hannah Arendt and Grace Jantzen.”916 Joy 
describes Arendt's vision of natality as dating back to 1959's The Human Condition. In it, 
Arendt offers her framing of natality as “intrinsic to creative human activity,” and 
synonymous with “the possibility of new beginnings, of constant initiatives in thought 
and action that result in constructive forms of productivity.”917 Jantzen's use of the term is 
pointedly from this lineage. Arendt writes, 
The new beginning inherent in birth can make itself felt in the world only because 
the newcomer possesses the capacity of beginning something anew, that is, of 
acting. In this sense of initiative, an element of action, and therefore of natality, is 
inherent in all human activity.918  
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This reading of natality thickens an understanding of Jantzen's as well, emphasizing her 
point that, while natality is the fundamental human condition, it is neither determinative 
of a certain end nor abstractly oriented.  
Joy writes that it is “love of the world” that “resonates in the work of both Arendt 
and Jantzen” and that, for both of them, “abstract reasoning is never the final arbiter.” 919 
Joy suggests that their groundedness in materiality and affirmation of embodiment lent 
itself to “a deeply felt commitment to thinking anew,” which means “that there can 
always be a regeneration that changes one’s perspective or unsettles ingrained or 
dogmatic views.”920 Note, however, that accounting for change does not mean that 
change will certainly come or that what is changed is inherently desired. Birth and 
natality do not guarantee goodness either in the present material or any transcendent end. 
Joy continues, 
Natality should never be taken as a naïve celebration of the joys of being alive. 
Natality is tempered by Arendt’s constant awareness of human frailty—not only 
the temptation to complacency, but the ineluctable fact that all human efforts fall 
short of their aspirations. And yet this is not a pessimistic outlook. It is a drastic 
realism that concedes the infinite ambitions of humanity will always far exceed 
their actual abilities.921 
 
What is being articulated here is a recognition of human finitude. Natality is not all about 
joy and celebration. Given human limitations, what emerges from life is rarely as good or 
full as human intention would have it be. One can see a parallel here to Castoriadis’ 
                                                          
 






reminder that the radicality of imagination brought about both democracy and the 
Shoah.922 Natality is precious, yes, but it bears the marks of uncertainty.  
 Jantzen draws from Arendt to develop her understanding of natality and the natal 
imaginary as “one that takes up the tough fragility of life, its hopelessness and its 
possibilities, its inter-connectedness and the dependence of its flourishing on the whole 
web of life around it, not excluding the earth.”923 This hope is fickle in a sense: it is a 
desire that is not certain or determined. This is not the inevitable hope of a Marxist 
revolution or the Christian eschatological hope of millennial dispensationalism. It is a 
hope far less determined than either of these and far more precarious and contingent.  
For Jantzen, via Arendt, hope can only be found in the particularities of actual 
bodies on an actual planet with tangible issues. Natality must be part of a project that is 
this-worldly and particular. In fact, the way that Arendt conceptualizes what “the world” 
is points to precisely this kind of contingency and precarity, one which is resonant with 
Castoriadis’ social imaginary. As Arendt conceives of it, the world does not exist absent 
human engagement with it. The world as a concept arises as a result of human interaction 
with (a) the non-human material conditions of existence and (b) other humans across the 
spaces that relate and separate us. She discusses this in an essay that details some of her 
                                                          
 
 922 Cornelius Castoriadis, “The Greek Polis and the Creation of Democracy,” in The Castoriadis Reader 
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1997), 272. 




thinking about the function of public schooling and how teachers introduce their students 
to knowledge of the world. 924 
The world, however, is not identical with the earth or with nature, as the limited 
space for the movement of men and the general condition of organic life. It is 
related, rather, to the human artifact, the fabrication of human hands, as well as to 
affairs which go on among those who inhabit the man-made world together. To 
live together in the world means essentially that a world of things is between 
those who have it in common, as a table is located between those who sit around 
it; the world, like every in-between, relates and separates men at the same time.925 
 
This analysis is suggestive for educational practice. To teach students about the world 
cannot be limited to providing knowledge of the earth or nature; instead, it calls upon 
teachers to foster relationships with other people and their knowledge.  
Because the Arendtian world is constituted by a stratum of human activity, when 
teachers introduce students to “the world,” students become co-creators of the world and 
teachers mediate that relationship. Arendt says that teachers, “assume responsibility… for 
the life and development of the child and for the continuance of the world.”926 How one 
conceives of (a) the kind of relationship to the world that ought to be fostered in schools 
has a profound influence on (b) both how students develop and what the world becomes. 
In this vein, Jantzen's introduction of natality is a philosophically therapeutic maneuver 
                                                          
 






that she hopes can “destabilize the masculinist necrophilic imaginary”927 so that the 
“continuance of the world” is freer and more life-giving. 
Jantzen Conclusion 
Jantzen is clear that her approach cannot be direct or combative lest she re-
inscribe necrophilic models of “growth,” which require the demise of one thing for the 
increase of another. The “dislodging and transformation of a stuck and sick imaginary 
will not occur by confrontation with theory or evidence.”928 Imaginaries are maintained 
by practices and, while practices are themselves “theory-laden,”929 theory alone is 
insufficient to change hearts, minds, or policy. Jantzen believes that building practices 
that contain values of flourishing are an important part of any attempt to transform the 
necrophilia of society.  
Transformation requires practices that function as “redemptive hegemony”930 to 
overcome, in Castoriadisian terms, the habitus of heteronomous social imaginaries by 
means of the production of new, self-reflective, autonomous social imaginary 
significations.931 I concur with Jantzen that people are best served when they come into 
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relationship with that which they seek to change. Abstract engagement from afar does not 
yield sustainable hopes for transformation. Necrophilic practices must be approached up 
close, not from some ethical axiom, but from concrete situations.  
Paulo Freire shares with Jantzen a deep commitment to re-think patterns of 
knowing and human being. Because his work focuses so specifically on education and the 
role of learning and liberation, his work, when read alongside Jantzen, deepens both.   
Paulo Freire's Conscientização 
Just as a turn to Grace Jantzen provides a welcome intervention to disrupt some of 
the negative ways that the practice of schooling shapes the American educational 
imagination, Freire offers insight into the psychological, spiritual, and social dynamics 
and purposes of education. This section begins by laying out Freire’s notion of 
conscientização and the influence of Karl Marx and the Base Communities of South 
America on his thinking. I then consider the ways Freire influenced Latin American 
liberation theology, and, in turn, how that movement’s use of his work influenced him.932  




932 Before beginning this tracing, it is important to make two notes of clarification. First, while Freire is 
associated with conscientização, or conscientization / critical consciousness, he did not originate the term. 
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American feminism, they are not equivalent. Freire’s use of the word does not entail levels or “raising.” 
See, Peter Roberts, Education, Literacy, and Humanization: Exploring the Work of Paulo Freire (Westport, 




 At a broad level, conscientização is the process by which a learner moves from a 
“naïve mode of consciousness” to a “critical” one. For Freire, this is a necessary part of 
the movement from oppression to liberation. His philosophical framing of oppression as 
it relates to subjectivity is important to this move. According to Freire, oppressors know 
and conceive of the oppressed as “things” and “Objects” not “Subjects.”933 This de-
subjectification is a form of dehumanization and is internalized by the oppressed. This is 
a naïve mode of consciousness, based on the assumption that the world is a certain way 
and that as objects in the world the world happens to us, not vice versa. Put in 
Castoriadisian terms, an uncritical learner who has not been transformed by 
conscientização is accepting the “reality” of crystallized heteronomous social imaginary 
significations as extra-social instead of perceiving social structures as part of the process 
of social-historical imagination being instituted.934 She is a person whose misrecognition 
is so intense as to obscure the detrimental aspects of material conditions. Until the 
oppressed understand that they themselves have agency and reject the internalized 
colonizer's consciousness by means of conscientização's Subjectification, they remain 
uncritical.935  
Social structures and the meaning we assign to them are fluid. Freire emphasized 
this exact point throughout his career as well. This is similar to Bell’s recognition that by 
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accepting “reality” as a static and external given, an individual cedes their potential to be 
able to re-order power.936 Indeed, Freire's oft-cited notion of the “banking method” of 
education is an explicit articulation of how a process of conscientização could be stymied 
by treating knowledge of the world as if it was not pliable. Freire writes that in the 
banking notion of consciousness,  
the educator’s role is to regulate the way the world “enters’ into” the students. 
The teacher’s task is to organize a process which already occurs spontaneously, to 
“fill” the students by making deposits of information which he or she considers to 
constitute true knowledge. And since people “receive” the world as passive 
entities, education should make them more passive still, and adapt them to the 
world. The educated individual is the adapted person, because she or he is better 
“fit” for the world. Translated into practice, this concept is well suited to the 
purposes of the oppressors whose tranquility rests on how well people fit the 
world the oppressors have created, and how little they question it.937 
 
A lack of conscientização in contexts of oppression leads toward a continued sense of 
docility among learners and only serves to maintain inequity.  
 In contrast to this banking method, Freire proposes a pedagogy of the oppressed 
that is grounded in a “problem posing” method that encourages learners to assert their 
agency and name for themselves the knowledge they desire. Addressing both banking 
and problem-posing, Freire writes,  
whereas banking education anesthetizes and inhibits creative power, problem-
posing education involves a constant unveiling of reality. The former attempts to 
maintain the submersion of consciousness; the latter strives for the emergence of 
consciousness and critical intervention in reality.938  
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Important to note is that, while Freire is interested in reality “unveiling,” this action is not 
a singular event. It is not an unveiling, but a “constant unveiling,” a process that does not 
stipulate that a veil-less reality is even metaphysically possible.  
Freire's epistemology is not a gnostic one wherein, “knowledge is a gift bestowed 
by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to 
know nothing.”939 Instead, Freirean knowing is construed as a highly co-creative and 
imaginative act. For example, while Freire states that conscientização entails “a constant 
clarification of what remains hidden within us while we move about the world,”940 he 
immediately notes that the unveiling itself changes that which is being unveiled. The 
aesthetics of a discourse affect the way we understand the content of that discourse.941 
Moreover, conscientização “cannot ignore the transforming action that produces this 
unveiling,” and “occurs as a process at any given moment.”942 Distant from ideas of 
education as a process of achieving access to special and fixed knowledge,  
conscientização is the acknowledgment that knowledge is made by people and in a 
constant flux. Peter Roberts strengthens this point in his interpretation: 
[F]or Freire, knowledge is, in one sense, always provisional; that which we 
understand of reality as it exists at any given moment. The process of searching 
for knowledge, though, is continuous—a part of our ontological vocation as 
incomplete, inquiring beings. It is necessary, on the Freirean view, to see the 
posing and addressing problems, the asking of questions, the practice of dialogue, 
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941 Paulo Freire and Ana Maria Araújo Freire, Pedagogy of Hope: Reliving Pedagogy of the Oppressed 





and the transformation of social reality as fundamental defining features of human 
existence.943 
 
The process of conscientização is not one of acquisition from “out there” but one of 
creation and imagining “right here.” As Freire put it, the struggle for humanization and 
subjectification includes “not just freedom from hunger, but freedom to create and to 
construct, to wonder, and to venture.”944 The role of the imagination is a central 
component to Freire's work. However, he was careful to note the limits of imagination’s 
capacities as well.  
Freire’s position is that it is viable to refer to the observable, material, “real 
world,” in the sense that there are indeed experiences that are objective and not simply a 
function of an individual’s cognition. However, even when someone has correctly 
discerned how the “real world” works, it is nevertheless a mistake to think that that world 
arises independent of subjectivity. Freire champions a position in which educators do not 
spend their time trying to help people discern the nature of the “true self” or “true world.” 
Instead, Freire encourages people to articulate how a particular self/world in a particular 
moment has come to be, how it shapes the present, and what people can do to enter more 
fully into agency so as to press against oppression and further develop their subjective 
selfhood. For Freire, the ideas of imagination, liberation, education, and the increase of 
subjectivity are so closely linked as to be nearly collapsed into one. This can be clearly 
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seen in writing where he connects human action to the transformation of society, as when 
he argues that 
to deny the importance of subjectivity in the process of transforming the world 
and history is naïve and simplistic. It is to admit the impossible: a world without 
people. This objectivistic position is as ingenuous as that of subjectivism, which 
postulates people without a world. World and human beings do not exist apart 
from each other; they exist in constant interaction... Just as objective social reality 
exists not by chance, but as the product of human action, so it is not transformed 
by chance. If humankind produces social reality, then transforming that reality is 
an historical task, a task for humanity. 945 
 
The heart of Freirean education is an "act of cognition not only of the content, but 
of the why of economic, social, political, ideological, and historical facts...under which 
we find ourselves placed."946 Liberative learning is humanization in motion past 
particular oppressive structures, not claims to decontextualized knowledge. Taking the 
above into account, my summative sense of Freire's vision of conscientização can be 
captured well in three main points. Conscientização 
 is an ongoing process of learning in which further learning becomes desired 
and accessible (it is constantly unveiling) 
 encourages learners to reflect upon the conditions of the world and, as a result 
of the reflection, empowers them to act upon the world 
 results in learners feeling a greater sense of efficacy and agency, an awareness 
that human articulations of social reality and knowledge of it are co-created by 
humans, not fixed outside of time or contingency 
 
The dynamics of conscientização as it pertains to subjectivity is important to 
understanding Freire's work. It is also the case that one needs to contextualize the claims 
of “humanization” and “objectification” in material history as well.  
                                                          
 
945 Ibid., 50-1. 




Contextualization is relevant for any scholar, but it is particularly apt for Freire's 
work as he himself emphasizes the importance of praxis instead of disembodied 
cognition. This attention to context can be understood better by attending to the 
importance of Marx and liberation theology in Freire’s thinking. Given my project’s 
commitments to liberationist perspectives, showing how Freire himself was formed by 
revolutionary and Marxist thought helps to emphasize the utility of his work in building a 
theology of education. 
Marx and the Base Communities 
For Freire, the material conditions of society influence learners and, as learners 
participate in conscientização, they influence the material conditions. This is profoundly 
resonant with Castoriadis’ view of the subjective composition of societal institutions. 
This is perhaps not surprising as both scholars were thinking resistance in the direct wake 
of mid-20th century Marxist thought. For example, Freire argues that, when Marx 
forwards "the materialist doctrine that men are products of circumstances and 
upbringing,” Marx “forgets that it is men that change circumstances and that the educator 
himself needs educating."947 Response to Marxist thought played an important role in 
much of Freire's thought, particularly around the ideas of conscientização. 
 For Freire and Marx both, education necessarily entails an engagement with the 
material conditions in which the learner is situated. As Freire put it, “intervention in 
                                                          
 




reality—historical awareness itself—thus represents a step forward from the emergence, 
and results from the conscientização of the situation.”948 Freire, having read Marx, which 
is cited throughout Pedagogy of the Oppressed, can very much be seen in the Marxist 
stream. This position is perhaps best summed up in an oft-cited line from Marx that 
“philosophers have only interpreted the world differently: the point is, however, to 
change it.”949 This is a view Freire embodies every bit as well as Marx. Indeed, 
philosophers of education John Dale and Emery Hyslop-Margison argue that “Freire’s 
dialectic of the oppressors and the oppressed is based at least partially on Marx’s critique 
of alienation as the commodification of workers,”950 and that conscientização itself is 
directly tied to Marx's vision. They write: 
Whereas the ultimate resolution of Marxism is communism, for Freire, resolution 
is achieved through conscientização. Indeed, both the notion of a dialectical 
relationship between opposing forces and agential change eventually advocated 
by the later Marx stand at the heart of Freire’s philosophy of education.951 
 
This point is one reason why conscientização needs to be maintained in the original 
Portuguese without translations that change the meaning. For example, the English 
“consciousness-raising” is often equated with conscientização, but has a different 
meaning. Conscientização is not a process that yields a particular kind of radical or party 
member: it yields more human becoming. Similarities being noted, Freire and Marx do 
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not overlap in entirety. While Marxist thought serves as one of the primary sources of the 
Freire’s theory, Freire’s engagement with Marxist theory was often a platform to express 
his dissatisfaction with the theory itself. Dale and Hyslop-Margison argue: 
The fatalism present in both vulgar Marxism and neoliberal capitalism was 
troubling to Freire because it eroded the primary role of human agency in creating 
change and eliminated history in the process. For Freire, resolving the dialectical 
tension between the oppressed and the oppressors required a far more ongoing 
struggle, one that really had no specific end.952 
 
I suggest that Freire used Marx as a disruptive force to bring the current order of 
oppressive cultural hegemony into focus. From a foundation of Marxist critique, Freire 
began to consider the idea of utopia, which he draws from his Christian tradition and the 
ways it was practiced in Base Communities in South America.  
While Pedagogy of the Oppressed was not written until 1968, Freire and his wife 
had begun to work on educational activities via the Catholic Action Network as early as 
1948.953 There he began to associate with the nascent movement that expressed a 
“preferential option for the poor” and would later be known as “liberation theology.”954 
Prior to any of Freire’s books and theory describing pedagogies of the oppressed and 
liberation theology, he was exploring the details of both in communities of faith. 
Alongside “Catholic missionaries, intellectuals, and lay workers,” Freire was engaged on 
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the ground with educational practices before he published this work as theory and praxis. 
955 His pedagogical theories, which were later more fully developed in “cultural circles” 
in Recife and throughout the world, had their material origins in practices in the base 
communities. Freire himself notes in an interview that 
it was the woods in Recife, refuge of slaves, and the ravines where the oppressed 
of Brazil live coupled with my love for Christ and hope that He is the light, that 
led me to Marx. The tragic reality of the ravines, woods, and marshes led me to 
Marx. My relationship with Marx never suggested that I abandon Christ.956  
 
What we have in Freire’s pedagogy is an educational framework for liberation that does 
not necessitate a Christian worldview, but nevertheless rests squarely upon one, shaped 
by his Christian perspectives. This is a useful position given the goals of a public 
theology of education as established in Part I. A Christian public theology of education 
will provide an accessible lens by which to see how a Christian perspective might be 
useful in thinking about education without ever claiming the necessity of affirming 
Christian commitments. At the same time, understanding Freire’s perspectives helps 
communicate his pedagogy more fully. This is especially clear in Freire’s connection to 
the Base Communities in which liberation theology was birthed. 
 Luiza Fernandes describes a "see-judge-act" system that she argues was equally 
embedded in Freire's work and in the Base Communities.957 When considering local 
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material problems of poverty, those communities "considered how a Christian would act 
on them," and after "reflection about the problems through a Bible reading," would act.958 
On Fernandes's account, one of the central functions of reading scripture in the Base 
Communities was to "initiate social change which will make real life experience as close 
as possible to the gospel."959 The goal was to interpret the world differently and then to 
change it accordingly. Freire’s academic work is the fruit of his philosophical, Marxist, 
and educational scholarship married to his experiences in Christian community.  
Cited as important to the inception of liberation theology — which itself draws 
upon Marx via Gutiérrez and Boff — Freire's pedagogy of the oppressed must be seen 
not flatly as the application of extant Marxist theory, but as the result of the mix of that 
theory with activities in Base Communities. This is not a linear theory-to-practice model 
but iterative experimentation among those seeking liberation. Consequently, Freire began 
to incorporate the influence of liberation theory into his own work as his pedagogical 
theory began to be formally cited as important for understanding liberation theology.  
Liberation and Nunciation 
As Freire understood liberation, what one was being liberated from was an 
objectification of the subjective self in the face of oppressive structures of domination. 
The role of education was to support conditions in which individuals could recognize the 
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potential of their own agency to address and alter the very same structures which were 
operating to deny such conditions. As such, Freire has been a robust source for 
theological reflection for decades.960 As one of the earliest theological adopters of 
Freire’s work, Gustavo Gutiérrez provides a very useful initial platform to think about the 
theological dimensions of education as liberating work. 
Gutiérrez, often referenced as a founder of liberation theology, considered 
Freire’s thought important, referencing his work several times in his watershed text A 
Theology of Liberation. In that book, Gutiérrez names Freire’s scholarship and 
community work as “one of the most creative and fruitful” expressions of “the building 
up of a new man [sic],”961 and he affirms the Freirean concept of utopian 
denunciation/annunciation, using it as part his construction of eschatology and political 
action.962 According to Gutiérrez,  
Utopia necessarily means a denunciation of the existing order. Its deficiencies are 
to a large extent the reason for the emergence of a utopia. The repudiation of a 
dehumanizing situation is an unavoidable aspect of utopia… But utopia is also an 
annunciation, an annunciation of what is not yet, but will be; it is the forecast of a 
different order of things, a new society. It is the field of creative imagination 
which proposes the alternative values to those rejected.963  
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Following Freire, Gutiérrez sees utopia as a kind of lever on the present, the fulcrum on 
which material transformation takes place.  
In an ecclesiological context, this perspective leads Gutiérrez to argue that, “if we 
conceive of the Church as a sacrament of the salvation of the world, then it has all the 
more obligation to manifest in its visible structures the message it bears.”964 Denunciation 
must not be merely critique: it must come about with paralleled annunciation intended to 
herald the coming of greater flourishing. For a Christian, this twinned motion of rejection 
and proclamation is an isomorphic move to the passion and resurrection of Christ, a kind 
of dying that gives way to new life.965 Because of this conception of the Church, what it 
means to be a Christian is directly tied to this sense of renewal. While Freire’s Christian 
perspectives may have given rise to his educational thought, what is most vital about his 
pedagogical theory is not the sense of passion and resurrection, but tension and 
transformation. For example, Freire argues that education “must be an instrument of 
transforming action,” both in terms of changing “the consciousness of people” and “a 
radical change of social structures.”966 Here there is once again resonance with 
Castoriadis’ idea that institutions are instituted and instituting.  
Consciousness is shaped by the same society that shapes it. This is particularly 
evident in some of Freire’s later writings where he directly engages with theological 
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themes as they intersect with education. A parallel exists between the kind of faithful 
church that Freire imagines and his understanding of humanity as the process of 
deepening flourishing and humanization. In Freire’s words: 
The prophetic church, like Christ, must move forward constantly, forever dying 
and being reborn. In order to be, it must always be in a state of becoming… There 
is no prophecy without risk. This prophetic attitude is accompanied by a rich and 
very necessary theological reflection . . . the theology of liberation—a prophetic, 
utopian theology, full of hope.967 
 
When Freire claims that the prophetic Church, like Christ, must “always be in a state of 
becoming,” he makes a claim that is ecclesiological and Christological. An additional 
Christian anthropological claim follows from this. If Christians are supposed to be Christ-
like and Christ, like the prophetic Church, must “always be in a state of becoming,” then 
human nature is transformational and processional. For Freire, change, newness, and 
transformation are all themes associated equally with Christ, the Church, and, more 
generally, human being.    
 Freire saw the “denunciation-announcement concept as a concomitant act and 
not, as viewed by positivist thinkers, as one that follows from the other.” 968 Following 
this idea and preserving the Freirean accent on “denunciation-annunciation,” I suggest the 
notation of “nunciation” as “the process by which aspects of the current objectivizing 
oppressive social order are denounced by means of the announcement of some new 
                                                          
 
967 Freire, The Politics of Education, 139. 
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means of being named and manifested materially in history.”969 To constructively 
challenge the present requires imagining a future with more flourishing. A learner can 
only learn what might be possible by imaginatively pushing at the boundaries of that 
which can currently be seen. Freire calls this the “limit-situation.” Transgressing the 
edges of the limits of knowing and being is at the heart of what it means for Freire to 
learn, to have hope, and to be human.  
[I]t is not the limit-situations in and of themselves which create a climate of 
hopelessness, but rather how they are perceived by women and men at a given 
historical moment: whether they appear as fetters or as insurmountable barriers… 
As reality is transformed and these situations are superseded, new ones will 
appear, which in turn will evoke new limit-acts…970   
 
To learn and to be ever more fully human is to see new limit-situations and to act upon 
them, with recognition that one will continually encounter new limit-situations. Freire 
sees “no final epoch, or end to history.”971 History continues without a certain, knowable 
end, whether that be Marx's “inevitable” revolution or Christ's “inevitable” return.  
Instead of presuming the concrete culmination of some external telos, humans 
constantly are driven to unveil and unveil again, creatively engaging the limit-situations 
in which they find themselves. For Freire, the imagination is an indispensable part of 
being able to step back and recognize the limit-situation so as to move past the current 
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limits into what may come next.972 The motion of transgressing a limit-situation, in turn, 
is the movement of humanization. Imagination is an indispensable faculty of 
subjectification, of becoming — and understanding oneself to be — an ever-more active 
agent and subject in the transformation of the world instead of an object which “reality” 
acts upon. This is another reason that “nunciation” as a concept is useful: annunciation 
and denunciation emerge from the same root etymologically and theologically. 973 
Conscientização manifests materially by means of nunciation, the term I use to 
emphasize the co-constitutive nature of annunciation and denunciation. Theologically, 
overcoming a limit-situation entails an act of nunciation and with that comes 
conscientização, which in turn supports further subjectification. Nunciation begets the 
telling of one’s own story in a language that is less accented by colonization and 
oppression. It is speaking truth in one’s mother tongue and knowing that new knowledge 
is being made by the speaking. Liberation leads to new life and new words spoken in a 
language that reminds one of home. Etymologically, denunciation and annunciation 
develop from combining the Latin de and ad to nuntiare, the verb for “to proclaim,” 
coming from nuntius, the word for "messenger" or “herald.” This suggests nunciation is 
something like a Janus-headed proclamation, jointly addressing the present limit-situation 
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and speaking into being what comes next. As a Christian, this is reminiscent of the Greek 
for herald, kēryx (κῆρυξ), the same word used in the Gospel of Luke for proclamation:  
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news 
to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of 
sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s 
favor.974 
 
Nunciation is the act of proclaiming that the time for an instance of oppression is over 
and that plans are afoot for what comes next. 
As above with Jantzen, Freire understood that transformation required a shift in 
imagination, articulation, and material practice. Weaving together Freire and Jantzen on a 
loom of Bell and Castoriadis yields a sentence that is prodigiously clunky and jargon-
heavy. However, I offer it here as a prototype, showing that their ideas can be 
generatively woven together in a sensible way:  
Seeking redemptive hegemony means experiencing conscientização, finding the 
cracks in the habitus of heteronomous social imaginaries, and engendering 
nunciation so as to open the way for new, natally self-reflective, autonomous 
social imaginary significations.  
 
Moving forward, the next task is to find a simpler beauty in the weave: to discover a 
more elegant way to create something new alongside these thinkers. That destination is 
what I call, “Conscientização Natal.”  
                                                          
 




Dimensions and Commitments of Conscientização Natal  
The goal of this section is to show the grounding and rationale for the construct of 
conscientização natal, developing the concept from resonances between Jantzen and 
Freire ready for cross-fertilization. Conscientização natal is a utopian anthropology 
within which a pedagogy of birth is supported, the implementation of which is intended 
to disrupt the status quo, decrease materially damaging misrecognition and necrophilia, 
and engender more autonomous imaginaries resonant with humanization and natality. I 
will show that the theoretical grounds for this construct are significant and reasonable 
given the trajectories of Jantzen and Freire. This is especially true when considered 
against the backdrop of Bell’s practice theory and Castoriadis’ understanding of social 
imaginaries. The resulting construct, conscientização natal, will be put into “mutually 
critical correlation”  with the practice of schooling in Chapter 8.975 In preparation for that 
process, the task of this section is to render the concept with enough detail to provide 
ample conceptual material for correlation in the concluding chapter.  
As discussed above, “conscientização” has been kept in Portuguese to emphasize 
the nuances carried in that language. Conscientização is a process that contributes to 
human becoming. Natal is, in English, the adjectival version of Jantzen’s natality. Placed 
beside conscientização, however, it becomes more. In Portuguese, natal is also an 
adjective, but one with several meanings. In the phrase cidade natal, it refers to one’s 
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“home town,” or the place where you were born. Similarly, terra natal is something like 
“the motherland” and língua natal is “mother tongue.” Powerfully though, Natal is also 
the word for Christmas, the celebration of the birth of Christ. This allows for a 
connotative and Freire-inflected reading of conscientização natal as something like “A 
Deepening and Transformative Awareness of Christmas.” As a Christian, conscientização 
natal can be read through Portuguese in this manner, as a consideration of a widening 
understanding of what is possible in the world because of the birth of Jesus. Reading 
“natal” through English, conscientização natal is the increasing awareness of birth, of the 
importance of humanity being named by its beginning in natality, not its end in mortality. 
Both domains of meaning serve this project and it is with both in mind that I say 
conscientização natal is a pedagogy of new beginnings, within which a utopian 
anthropology might be developed and used to examine both the practice of public 
schooling in the US and the co-constitutive American educational imaginary. Following 
Freire and Jantzen, conscientização natal is intended to inspire both material and 
imaginary change. 
 Jantzen envisioned her project as one that began in philosophy and theology but 
should extend also into ethics and practice. This is especially visible in “Flourishing: 
Towards an Ethic of Natality,” and some of the work published near the end of her life. 
Morny Joy expresses a lament that I share: “it is regrettable that she died prematurely, at 
the height of her powers, with her agenda incomplete.”976 Jantzen left her project 
                                                          
 




unfinished and, had she not died, she would likely have worked toward proposals for 
action and praxis since her ideas were fueled with concern for transformation. The closest 
she came to projecting action in print was in a posthumously published essay that ended 
with a call for “counterpractices and new forms of community” where “voices of 
resistance, beauty and hope” could be nourished and encouraged.977 Considering this 
possible trajectory of Jantzen’s work serves to highlight the value of Freire's praxis-
oriented conscientização held besides her notion of natality.  
 Freire's sense of faith is of a similar character as Jantzen's Arendt-inflected amor 
mundi theological reflection. Nothing of this faith suggests a passivity of waiting for a 
timeless transcendental peace in heaven-to-come. Quite to the contrary, Jantzen's 
argument is that the transcendental and immanent are not opposites, but yoked together in 
the “sensible transcendental,” a “pantheistic projection of the female divine” that opens 
out onto the horizon of the possible, bringing “god to live through us.”978 Similarly, 
Freire's nunciation emerges as robust engagement with the material present. He writes 
that, 
there is no authentic utopia apart from the tension between the denunciation of a 
present becoming more and more intolerable, and the annunciation, 
announcement, of a future to be created, built — politically, aesthetically, and 
ethically — by us women and men.979 
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Freire’s vision of “authentic utopia” is deeply tied to an imagined glimpse of the way the 
world might be and to the human labor that might help it get closer to that vision. The 
work to be done is infinitely more than we can do. In the doing we become who we were 
meant to be. The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few and… the harvest will 
always be more than the workers can take in.  
Conscientização Natal as Utopian Anthropology 
The groundwork has been laid for a fruitful braiding of Jantzen and Freire. What 
comes next is a thickening of his latent theology by means of her philosophy of religion: 
natality's movement into practice by means of his pedagogy. In what follows I will show 
how conscientização natal opens the way toward utopian interpretations of anthropology, 
following this by detailing the concomitant pedagogical commitments that engender 
flourishing.  
Conscientização natal takes its utopian characteristics from both Jantzen and 
Freire. Jantzen addresses the idea of utopia initially in her discussion of the ways 
classical Greek war literature, like Homer, became foundational to the Western 
necrophilic imagination. She recalls the poet Sappho, who was also prolific and Greek, 
but whose work has been eclipsed by Homer in part because she was a woman. Thus, 
while “men whose heroic violence and investment in early, glorious death was taken as 




way.980 Though Sapphic literature did not become the bedrock of Western thought, 
Sappho’s presence persists as a kind of echoing possibility of what might have been and 
might yet be.  
Fragments remain. And in their very fragmentary and jagged nature they disrupt 
the smooth narrative of Western self-constitution…. We cannot undo the history 
of the west. But by challenging its alleged inevitability, by looking as far as we 
can down the roads not taken, we can become clearer about the ways power and 
knowledge have forged a violent and deathly narrative that could have been 
otherwise.981 
 
Sappho’s voice, although repressed, was not wholly erased and can serve as the seed 
from which we can begin to dream what an alternative history might be.982 In 
conscientização natal, “looking as far as we can down the roads not taken,” yields an 
asymptote. Natality is what we must approach if we are to survive. At the limits of our 
longing we encounter life abundant. Freire similarly recognizes the power of naming 
what might be possible. 
Freire is clear that his advocacy for utopia is support for the “dialectical 
relationship between denouncing the present and announcing the future. To anticipate 
tomorrow by dreaming today.”983 Dreaming is necessary as it is the means by which the 
present mingles with the possible, seeding in the dreamer a desire that demands tilling by 
material response. This is in beautiful harmony with Irigaray’s wonder as “the ground or 
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inner secret of genesis, of creation,”984 which is found in Jantzen’s reminder that the 
newborn is full of desire and wonder: the child’s yearning for life and sustenance makes 
it grow.985 Utopian dreaming here is similar to Castoriadis’ affirmation that “fantasizing” 
is a second order kind of imagination and that the first order, or radical imagination, is the 
site from which new social realities might come to be. Jantzen similarly makes a direct 
linkage between utopian thinking, human becoming, and creativity.  
She reminds the reader that, politically speaking, “the vision for positive change 
has been presented as utopia,” and reiterates that the Greek etymology of utopia literally 
renders it as “no place.” A utopia “does not exist and perhaps never could.”986 It is 
precisely because it is unattainable, because it is asymptotic and beyond contact, that 
when one turns “to look down the road” toward it, one’s sight must extend beyond the 
present. Utopia is “the place from which real alternatives can be imagined.”987 She draws 
significantly on the philosopher Paul Ricoeur on this point, citing his thoughts on utopia 
at length in the same posthumously published essay in which she gestures toward the 
importance of practice. Notably, she reflects on questions taken from Ricoeur’s lectures 
on ideology and utopia:  
May we not say then that the imagination itself — through its utopian function — 
has a constitutive role in helping us rethink the nature of our social life? Is not 
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utopia — this leap outside — the way in which we radically rethink what is 
family, what is consumption, what is authority, what is religion, and so on?988  
 
Jantzen wrestles with Ricoeur, reasoning that “any theoretical account of how this ‘leap 
outside’ is to be achieved is about as useful as a theoretical account of any sort of leap, or 
indeed any sport or skill.” 989 She points out that “one does not learn to run or jump or 
play an instrument by reading books about it, but by practice,” concluding that “it is no 
help to generate more abstractions.”990 Concrete and particular engagement with material 
conditions is essential for change. Freire’s “nunciation” is profoundly helpful here in 
considering what might emerge instead of more abstractions.  
 Nunciation is an act between times but grounded in the material conditions of the 
present, recognizing that the meaning of current institutions is imagined. Freire says that 
humans “need tomorrow as fish need water,” suggesting that subjectivity emerges in time 
and does not persist independently as such.991 Nunciation is action taken at the nexus of 
what is and what might be. In denouncement it gestures to the material and a 
chronological present. In announcement, it gestures to a potential utopian vision that 
Christians might say is a kairological future.992 For Freire, reflecting on what societal 
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structures might emerge in the future necessarily requires a simultaneous reference to 
ones that exist at present and ought not. Nurturing the capacity and exercise of the 
creative imagination allows individuals to see the present as it is, as it might be, and how 
it could be transformed from one to the next. As Freire puts it, “[t]here is no tomorrow 
without a project, without a dream, without utopia, without hope, without creative work, 
and work toward the development of possibilities, which can make the concretization of 
that tomorrow viable.”993 Reading Freire here through Jantzen is theologically generative.  
Jantzen writes that “to be creative is to be innovative, … not simply to repeat 
what already exists.”994 Consequently, “creativity is thus related to natality, the birth of 
something that has not existed before.”995 In this quote, we see one of the intimate 
connections between the utopian dimension of conscientização natal and the 
anthropological one. Jantzen continues: 
The contrast between divine and human creation is not that only God can make 
the new, but that only God can make the new out of materials that did not already 
exist. Unlike God, human creators use existing materials, and are influenced by 
what has gone before. Nonetheless creation is not repetition; it is the emergence 
of the new.996 
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Made in the image of God, humanity has been made as makers. It is in making that we 
are made. Freire articulates a similar theme when he says that striving toward utopia is 
the ontological vocation of humanity, “a fundamental necessity for human beings.”997 
This assertion suggests that having utopian hope is at least partially constitutive of what it 
means to be human. This is my stance for conscientização natal as well, marked by a 
hope that is decidedly not certain. While utopian, risk and indeterminacy is a vital 
component of the anthropological dimensions of conscientização natal.  
Freire and Jantzen both reject any positivist determinism. Freire emphasizes hope-
catalyzed action. The individual is “not a pure reflex of socioeconomic structures,”998 but 
is a function of those structures and each person’s own unique becoming. Humanity is the 
ripening of a surplus of meaning and possibility. Freire coins a term in Portuguese that 
has a beautiful way of expressing this idea more fully than the English. Defining the 
ontological vocation of hope and humanization, Freire says that it is “o sermais,” which 
in English would be something like “being-more” or “becoming-more-so.”999 Humanity 
arises out of the process of individuals living into their particular role. In turn, this role 
shifts as they transgress their present limit-situation and the trajectory of utopia manifests 
in each instance of nunciation.  
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As insightful as Freire is, there are at least three aspects of his work that are 
particularly problematic for an anthropology rooted in natality.1000 Jantzen’s perspectives 
can thus be used to critique and modulate Freire’s positions to yield conscientização 
natal. First, is Freire’s claim that “the man who doesn’t make his Easter, in the sense of 
dying to be reborn, is no real Christian.”1001 This comment is troubling in that Freire first 
frames conscientização as “a painful birth,” that “involves an excruciating moment,” but 
then — in the same sentence — identifies that “excruciating moment” as “the moment 
when he starts to be reborn.”1002 No, Freire! Birth is not the moment that the person 
giving birth is reborn, but the instant in which they bring about new life and become 
themselves more.  
A woman giving birth for the first time becomes a mother by virtue of that new 
life she carried and has brought into the world. Her pre-child identity does not die as she 
becomes a mother, it transforms into something new exactly as she senses that new life 
has come to be. Emblematic of Jantzen’s critique is calling attention to how far down 
necrophilia goes in the masculinist imaginary. In the span of a single sentence an 
otherwise, largely life-encouraging scholar like Freire can pivot from conscientização as 
“a painful birth” to reinforcing death and having the process of birth center on men. A 
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painful birth is still about life. It is a failure of the imagination to think that the only thing 
that emerges from an “excruciating moment” is death, even if it is followed by rebirth. 
Birth stands on its own and needs no appeal to death to be made meaningful. The second 
part of Freire’s work that is dissonant with natality is a claim that arises from the first. 
 Freire claims that “people must make themselves subjects, agents of their 
salvation and liberation.”1003 While natality is wholly resonant with the first half of that 
clause, the second half is dissonant in naming “agents of their salvation and 
liberation.”1004 Jantzen believes that the Christian emphasis on salvation over flourishing 
is a direct consequence of identifying humans as mortals rather than natals. Conversely, if 
one were to begin with birth and use natality as the base frame of reference,  
the metaphor that comes to mind is not “salvation” but “flourishing” as a garden 
or a plant flourishes and flowers. Unlike salvation, which could be granted to one 
individual alone, flourishing (like natality) implies interconnection in a web of 
life, a web in which each contributes to the well-being of the other in a circle of 
interdependence (as plants, bees, birds, rain and the earth itself need one another 
to flourish). If there is something amiss, it must be put right: a single individual 
cannot flourish while leaving an intolerable situation as it is.1005  
 
From a theological perspective, natality’s emphasis on flourishing does not deny the 
existence of salvation any more than an emphasis on birth denies death. It is a corrective 
realignment of focus so as to allow for newness of thought. Staying with the metaphor of 
birth but truly following it into its material particularity instead of veering off into the 
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abstraction of death yields a version of Freire that I think is actually more in line with 
Freire’s nunciation than his own words about Easter.  
Not having experienced birth as one giving birth, I turn to the poet Beth Ann 
Fennelly, who knows and writes of the birth of her daughter. She remembers when she 
“pushed so hard blood vessels burst / in [her] neck and in [her] chest,” the moments right 
after her daughter “got stuck, quite stuck, / and so, they said, [she’d] have to push.”1006 
And so she pushed. 
pushed so hard that for weeks to come 
the whites of my eyes were red with blood, 
my face a boxer’s, swollen and bruised, 
though I wasn’t thinking then 
about the weeks to come 
or anything at all besides pushing and dying, 
and your father was terror and blood splatter 
like he too was being born 
and he was, we were, 
and finally I burst at the seams 
and you were out 
1007 
 
Even when Fennelly “wasn’t thinking” about anything but dying she was pushing. There 
was no moment of death and rebirth that did not demand work from her throughout. This 
is often the experience of woman beyond the birthing room as well, asked to carry 
weights for others as emotional labor that is often unacknowledged.1008  
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My wife is a doula who accompanies women in their births. She describes a time 
in most births when those giving birth feel like they “have to quit” and just want to be 
done. At that moment, she says, the doula’s job is to say, “now it is time.” Knowing this 
is often the material story of birthing bodies means that metaphors of birth should not 
easily be associated with death. This is the third and final point where Jantzen’s natality 
offers a corrective: Freire, in the words of Irigaray, fails to “think sexual difference.”1009   
When Freire says that the ontological vocation of humanity is humanization and 
the being-more-so of “o sermais,”1010 the people who are becoming are actually 
embodied, sexed, and gendered. While it may well be that “human beings manage their 
own nature in their own history, of which they become necessarily both subject and 
object,”1011 the ways people are objectified differs significantly, depending on their social 
context and the ways their bodies are seen and treated. Conscientização can be elaborated 
without consideration of sexual difference, but conscientização natal cannot. Jantzen’s 
“fundamental moral obligation” of becoming divine is thoroughly enfleshed.1012  
Natality cannot be thought of without body and gender: the body of the mother 
and the sexed newcomer to whom she gives birth and whose life-story begins in 
the web of relationships anchored in the mother. A focus on mortality can ignore 
gender. It can look away from the body, as it has through centuries of 
Christendom, and concentrate instead on an immortal soul. It can treat the self as 
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an atomistic individual, unconnected with others, since it is after all possible to 
die alone. But no one can be born alone.1013 
 
One of the benefits of an explicitly embodied framing of natality is that it overcomes the 
tendency for anthropology to assume a sense of humanity as subjectivity divorced from 
other subjects and the rest of creation: an implicit and false assumption that humans can 
be addressed as singularities with the rest of creation bracketed off.  
The history of humanity is not merely the collection of individual human 
incidences, but also the ways human action has participated in the development of 
systems and structures that maintain patterns of privilege and power. What Freire calls 
the Easter moment of conscientização is not merely a personal experience of conversion 
and new life. Insofar as human relationships with one another and creation are largely 
mediated by institutions of power, the utopian newness that is imagined and brought into 
awareness by conscientização and made manifest in nunciation necessarily emphasizes 
life and the renewal of relationships as well.  
In conscientização natal, the revolutionary educator must be imbued with a 
profound trust in people and their creative power, believing in the possibility of 
change.1014 Conscientização natal is more than just belief though; it is also a series of 
commitments which follow from those beliefs. The concluding portion of this chapter 
details these guidelines for action. 
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Conscientização Natal as a Natal Pedagogy 
This subsection details some of the pedagogical commitments that arise as a 
consequence of the utopian anthropological dimensions discussed above. For education, 
the articulation of this dimension of conscientização natal provides a way to consider the 
purpose and importance of considering the ultimate goals and vision of schooling. For 
theology, it is generative to consider the implications of what it means for learning, 
knowing, and human being (as subjectification, o sermais, and divine-becoming) to be as 
closely associated as they are in conscientização natal. Consequently, while 
conscientização natal is a pedagogy, its implications go far beyond public school 
classrooms. I articulate five of the commitments that conscientização natal entails, each 
of which has the potential to support transformation within and beyond schools.  
 
View Knowledge as Organic and Interdisciplinary 
In conscientização natal, knowledge is something that “prospers” rather than is 
objectively acquired. This idea follows from Quaker faith and practice, which has long 
held the position that truth is growing rather than fixed.1015 The Lockean sense of 
knowledge functioning mechanically and propositionally must be challenged. Thinking 
differently about knowledge so as to support more life-giving thought means that some 
ways of conceiving of learning and knowing have to change.  
                                                          
 





Most importantly, conscientização natal entails a shift toward relationality being a 
vital dynamic of epistemology. This does not mean that rationality and reason are to be 
abandoned. Rather, the shift is toward recognizing multiple rationalities in the plural.1016 
What conscientização natal calls for is “a revision of the concept of understanding itself, 
seeing it as a response of the whole person, not just his cranium,” with the result that 
“poetry, metaphor, and symbol” are seen as valid and useful “providers of paradigms for 
understanding and response in our epistemological theory.”1017 Knowing in 
conscientização natal has affective, experiential, and relational dimensions which shifts 
the meaning of “rigor” in academic discourse and requires educators to rethink the 
assessment of learning and the development of curricula in schools.   
If relationality is taken to be a part of epistemology, then the firm edges of siloed 
categories of knowledge begin to blur, with less clear distinctions between, for example, 
history, literature, politics, philosophy, and science. Conscientização natal affirms that 
the aesthetics of a discourse affect how the content of that discourse is understood. Form 
and function are considered as well as content, meaning that how something gets made 
changes what is made. Process shapes product. In this case, how schools work changes 
what kind of students, young adults, and Americans are made. This insight leads to a 
greater transcendence of disciplinary boundaries, questioning of universal statements 
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made about social circumstances, and greater engagement with the contexts of the stories 
and voices of learners. 
Conscientização natal encourages lateral thinking and recognizes that, while 
disciplinary specialization can yield great insights, there is validity in generalist 
approaches as well. This is in contrast to the narrowing of curricular focus that has 
occurred partly as a function of the need to assess via metrics. Learning in 
conscientização natal engenders creative and imaginative play and thought, a desire noted 
by a number of the theorists cited in Chapter 4, as well as by respondents in the study in 
Chapter 5. This insight is closely related to the next commitment. 
 
Emphasize Materiality, Embodiment, and Sexual Difference 
Conscientização natal recognizes that materiality is experienced differently by 
different bodies in different places in different times. The experience of embodiment, as 
such, is not considered a universal category and neither is transcendence. Different bodies 
with different stories and histories will experience and understand transcendence 
differently. This follows from insights of Marxist thought as interpreted through Freire, 
resulting in an understanding of learning and teaching that is profoundly shaped by the 
context of the learner’s material conditions. Transformation of society has to involve 
material change as well as new thought. The future to come may begin to emerge first in 




Jantzen’s use of “the sensible transcendental” is a touchstone for conscientização natal, 
affirming that transcendence and immanence are not considered opposites. 1018  
Conscientização natal affirms the position of the Brazilian educator and 
theologian Rubem Alves, who points out that in Portuguese, saber is “to know” and 
sabor “to taste,” leading him to offer that “eating and knowing have the same origin. To 
know something is to feel its taste, what it does to my body.”1019 Conscientização natal 
suggests that one of the ways to distinguish which voices are speaking more truth than 
others is to ask after the health of those who are tasting the knowledge being made. What 
would happen if positive mental and physical health were part of what was explicitly 
encouraged in the academy? In public schools? Part of what knowledge-making could 
mean is that, in its wake, would be health for bodies and communities. Conscientização 
natal might suggest that an additional metric for assessing school success is the degree to 
which leaners are able to connect their learning to decisions in their life that bring about 
greater health. 
 Because natality is always embodied, conscientização natal recognizes that one’s 
own body is central to one’s experiences and learning, and that every birth is another 
instance of potential new knowledge in the future of society. This orientation resonates 
with the first commitment to view knowledge as having affective and relational 
dimensions. Learning can be understood to arise from a deep understanding and feeling 
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of another subject. One finds this conception of knowledge and knowing in Hebrew and 
in Hebrew scriptures. The word ָיַדע (yā·ḏa‘) is both the verb for knowing and the verb for 
creating new life, as when Adam “knew his wife Eve, and she conceived and bore 
Cain.”1020 Such knowing is very particular and material. 
 Conscientização natal emphasizes nunciation, so announcements of what is to 
come must be braided into denouncements of what is to be changed. Consequently, 
efforts at change emerging from conscientização will have specific material referents: 
particular practices that need to be changed, certain cities and zip codes that need support, 
and certain types of bodies that consistently experience prejudice and violence because of 
how their bodies are seen and treated by others. In conscientização natal, knowing gives 
attention to materiality, embodiment, desire, and sexual difference. Doing so reveals the 
importance of thinking about subjectivity more broadly than just at the individual level, a 
topic especially emphasized in the next commitment.  
 
Interpret Subjectivity in terms of Collective Flourishing 
 Conscientização natal affirms that individual subjectivity can be seen to arise co-
constitutively with society. Liberation as a goal entails the “humanization of all 
people,”1021 and this process of subjectification happens communally. As such, 
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personhood in conscientização natal is a kind of “socialized subjectivity”1022 that can be 
conceived of “only as a social problem and as a social relation.”1023 Because subjectivity 
in conscientização natal is understood as a function of relationship, and relationship 
requires shared space over time, one’s subjectivity arises from knowing an other. 
Theologically, this understanding of subjectivity shifts thinking about liberation as 
individual salvation toward communal flourishing.  
Educationally, the communal commitment recalls Tyack and Tobin’s claim that 
“the cultural construction of schooling… can be an engine of change if public discourse 
about education becomes searching inquiry.”1024 It also echoes Tyack and Cuban’s 
assertion that one of the main obstacles to school change is a lack of “lengthy and 
searching public dialogue about the ends and means of schooling.”1025 The work of 
transforming the world, and schooling in particular, necessarily entails transforming 
ourselves and deepening our relationships to others and the rest of creation. This may 
mean the hard work of entering into deepening relationship with individuals and 
institutions that do not believe that learning ought to entail transformation, and finding 
ways to live into that connection that sacrifice neither integrity nor intimacy. The long-
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standing patterns of internal tension regarding who should control the schools might be 
eased some if the conversation was used less as fodder for rhetorical political gain and 
more as a basis from which to discover shared hopes and goals for US public schools. 
Conscientização natal affirms both the empowerment of oppressed people who refuse to 
accept the status quo and the importance of vulnerability as an important precursor for 
change.  
Pursuing liberation or flourishing means that what is being sought is change that 
manifests in the observable material world and in the psychological or spiritual 
dimensions of one’s inward landscape. A theist might add that this transformative task is 
not just “for humanity” to accomplish, but one that is done through the deepening 
relationship between humans and each other, the whole of creation, and the Divine. If 
flourishing itself requires mutual address of “intolerable situations,” then a theist would 
have good reason to say that every instance of conscientização, as a limit-situation, is 
transformative, giving people the opportunity to deepen into relationship with each other 
and the world as it might become; the Divine is present in that which is becoming.  
Similar themes can be found in diverse Christian theological approaches, such as 
the notion of divinization within the Christian Orthodox traditions and interpretations of 2 
Peter that emphasize God’s grace as opening the way for people to become “participants 
in the divine nature.”1026 More broadly, conscientização natal affirms that individuals 
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become more fully realized as they deepen into relationships that yield greater flourishing 
and Castoriadisian autonomy. This affirmation forms the basis of another commitment.   
 
Name Human Being as an Endlessly Unveiling 
Conscientização natal affirms that the act of human being is an inherently 
creative, communal, and unending process done in a world that is itself endlessly 
changing. As discussed above, subjects are more fully realized as they deepen into 
relationships, both materially and imaginatively. The experience of such becoming is that 
there is always more that might become. Human being is rooted in material conditions, 
and it participates in the imaginative construction of social reality within those 
conditions. It is also oriented to a fullness of life that can continually unfurl into 
something more than the present. Additionally, rather than framing this incompleteness 
as a lack or deficiency, the idea of conscientização natal affirms that humanity can 
always be more than it is because of the profound surplus of meaning that can arise from 
imagination, both individually and socially. 
This follows particularly from Jantzen’s argument that “the anthropology of 
atomistic individuals would have been abhorrent to the mentality of the biblical 
prophets,” whose focus was on “the flourishing of the nation or community.”1027 The 
teachings of Jesus show a similarly communitarian anthropology, such as his vision of 
the vine and the branches, where “it is implied that there are many branches, in relation 
                                                          
 




with one another as well as with the vine.”1028 If individuals are co-constituted by each 
other and the social-historical institutions and traces of all the other subjects that have 
come before, a subject is both necessarily unfinished and continuously co-constituted by 
other subjects. Educationally, this suggests greater attention paid to providing students 
with skills and assessments that support community health and connection as a valued 
site of exploration and fulfilment.  
Theologically, Christian thinkers can explore much more here. For example, 2 
Corinthians 5:17 says “So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old 
has passed away; see, everything has become new!” (NRSV).  Is renewal in Christ a 
singular action or do all things continually become new as long as one is “in Christ?” 
Conscientização natal affirms the latter reading, noting that “everything has become new” 
could be viably rendered as the “new has come into being” (καινά),1029 with the 
suggestion that this new being which one comes into in Christ is one that is continually 
renewed. Social transformation, conscientização, o sermais, and divine-becoming toward 
natality each affirm a deep-seated commitment to engaging with the material present with 
the belief that it — and we — can become more. 
Succinctly, human being is immanent, transcendent, and imminent. Immanence 
names that human being comes to be as a result of material conditions. Transcendence 
names that human being is oriented toward an infinitely distant vision in which all limit-
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situations have been overcome. Imminence names that human being is always able to be 
more; it is emerging in the liminal time between the present and what comes next. The 
liminality of this last point emerges from a reflection on wonder, which leads to the final 
commitment to be addressed. 
 
Cultivate Wonder, Beauty, Imagination, and Creativity  
Conscientização natal emphasizes the importance of intentionally making time 
and providing space in which creative reflection is encouraged. It also affirms the value 
of wonder without the need for it to become financially profitable or utilitarian. Creativity 
and wonder are valued not only for academic success, but also for the ways in which 
imaginative play supports a healthy development of selfhood. 1030 Given that 
conscientização natal interprets subjectivity in terms of collective flourishing, this means 
that the development of healthy individuals yields healthier societies as well. 
Communities that make the time to creatively imagine together can build up new 
practices and new forms of community. Making meaning together is part of making 
change together. This follows from an understanding of wonder as “the time that is 
always covered over by the present,” 1031 experiences where one feels somehow between 
times, no longer only in the present, but not yet seeing the fullness of what is to come. 
Conscientização natal posits that wonder engenders the emergence of new pathways of 
                                                          
 
1030 Stanley Aronowitz and Henry A. Giroux, Education Under Siege: The Conservative, Liberal, and 
Radical Debate over Schooling (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1986),⁠ 19. 




hope, resistance, and imagination. As Freire scholar Daniel Schipani writes, “learners 
rediscover their own words and expand their capacity for self-expression by the 
development of their creative imagination.”1032 Conscientização natal, however, 
recognizes that imagination and creativity should not be glorified or idolized as 
categories from which only flourishing emerges. It is precisely because imagination is 
undetermined and undecided that it can give rise to so much that has not yet been. Mary 
Elizabeth Moore’s insight on imagination and education is apt here.  
Moore writes that “designing educational systems permeated with imagination,” 
is challenging because “[p]rimary and secondary schools are expected to carry much of 
the public's agenda for social stability and protection,” and in many communities this is a 
vital function of schools, especially “in human communities where schools are the only 
social institutions that touch all children and youth.”1033 This desire for security on its 
own is not necessary a negative thing. Yet, “a protectionist mentality” can interfere with 
potential transformation if communities value present stability over greater potential 
flourishing.1034 Cultivating cultures of imagination is risky and can destabilize society. 
However, what conscientização natal posits is that human being and social reality is 
inherently risky regardless of whether or not wonder and creative reflection is encouraged 
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in schools or society. Suppressing or devaluing imaginative action only makes things 
safer in the sense that the status quo is less likely to be shifted.  
Conversely, as a pedagogy of birth, conscientização natal actively supports the 
development of what Moore refers to as “complexes of educational practice to cultivate 
imagination.” She names them as “seeking goodness,” “touching the unknown,” and 
“intimate knowing,”1035 each of which is present throughout conscientização natal’s 
commitments. Do “seeking goodness,” encouraging creative reflection, and making time 
for wonder mean that society as whole will likely have more goodness, creativity, and 
wonder? That is my understanding. If all subjects are intimately bound up with each other 
subject’s becoming, then decisions each individual makes to explore creative expressions 
of resistance and hope will somehow find their way into the world as new practices and 
new community. These new forms will invite us into the unknown. This invitation is the 
hope and purpose of conscientização natal, a hard kind of hope that avoids promises and 
works for a future that may never arrive, allowing time to recognize the beauty of that 
work.   
Conclusion 
Some of patterns within the practice of public schooling support an imaginary that 
stymies the kind human being imagined as possible in the vision of the world harbored in 
conscientização natal. In many places American public education has fallen. American 
                                                          
 




public education can be redeemed. This is the move of nunciation, a simultaneous (a) call 
towards a distant possibility that seems impossibly better than the present at the same 
time as (b) movement begins to act as if that dream were already realized. Freire called 
that kind of dream an “inédito viével,” an “untested feasibility,”1036 which we feel as a 
demand “that becomes ongoing in the history that we make and that makes and remakes 
us.”1037 The impossible hope of change in the future begins change in the present because 
it has been hoped.  
Where does social change begin? At least one place is in a proclamation of hope 
for what might be, for an imagined thing not yet known, a hope for redemption or 
flourishing. This proclamation is marked by an equal measure of commitment to turn to 
those nearby and get to work. In that working, hope arises that even more might be 
known! Hope is a description of the possible future in the midst of the present. Fresh, 
unexpected new beginnings might be found and each of us might divinely become more 
than we knew we could be. In the following and final chapter, I explore some of the 
possibilities for those new beginnings. 
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CORRELATION AND CHANGE  
If, in reality, I am not in the world simply to adapt to it, but rather to transform it, 
and if it is not possible to change the world without a certain dream or vision for 
it, I must make use of every possibility there is not only to speak about my utopia, 
but also to engage in practices consistent with it.1038 
 
—Paulo Freire  
 
 
The purpose of this concluding chapter is to explore what possibilities for change 
emerge by creating a mutually critical correlation between conscientização natal and the 
practice and imaginary of public education in the United States. This follows from my 
early articulation that the heart of the study was a set of three questions. The most basic 
form of the inquiry under investigation has been, “What does US public schooling do 
with children and what effect does that have on them and society?” In turn, that has 
prompted a deeper wondering: “What do we want children to be and what ought they be 
able to do and think?” This leads to the final investigation, which will be considered in 
this chapter: “Given the answers to the first two questions, what ought now be done?”  
This chapter builds to a mutually critical correlation, seeking to identify what new 
areas of “untested feasibility” might be found beyond the edge of the current limit-
situation.1039 In particular, I want to consider what areas of transformation are suggested 
for both education and religion as well as educational theory and theology. I am 
                                                          
 
1038 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of Indignation (Boulder, CO: Paradigm Publishers, 2004), 7. 
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interested in both the first and second order discourses of education and religion, looking 
to make potential recommendations at the level of observable, material action, as well as 
at the level of theory that reflects on that action. This chapter is structured in four primary 
sections with a conclusion. 
First, in the “Intentions for Flourishing” section, I reaffirm and add detail to the 
intentions by which the remainder of the chapter is guided. Second, in the section 
“Mutually Critical Correlation,” I analyze the summarized themes from Part II to initiate 
a correlation with conscientização natal. This section also has a discussion of the 
expectations from the correlation process. What exactly is the process happening within 
the mutually critical correlation and what does it yield? The third and fourth sections are 
the results of correlation, exploring possible changes in the areas of material and 
imaginary change, respectively. I end with a conclusion that closes both the chapter and 
dissertation. 
Intentions for Flourishing 
I have endeavored to write this chapter with particular attention paid to the 
framing intentions I established in Part I of the dissertation. Central to my method in what 
follows is John Hull’s claim that a theology of education ought to maintain the separation 
between the practices of pluralistic public education and confessional religious life while 




domains as long as they are held apart and not allowed to collapse into one another.1040 I 
intend to honor this separation while reflecting on a question at the heart of this 
dissertation: what life-giving insights might be uncovered when using conscientização 
natal to reflect on US public schooling and, conversely, when using education to reflect 
on theology? The quality of my responses to this question is guided by intentions 
clarified in Chapter 2: the task of this dissertation is to produce a text that is (1) 
generative of potential constructive actions, (2) accessible in the manner of public 
theologies, and (3) inspired by both reformation and revolution. Below I will elaborate on 
each of these intentions, showing how they contribute both to Hull’s conception of a 
theology of education and to my commitments to developing one that is a practical public 
theology.  
Following the first intention of this dissertation – to be generative of potential 
constructive actions – I seek to focus this chapter on reflections that point the way toward 
viable change. I will consider potential change in both material and imaginary spheres, 
reflecting on educational practice and educational philosophy as well as religious practice 
and theology. What emerges is not a singular unifying recommendation or project, but a 
series of possible interventions that emerge from the correlation of conscientização natal 
and the imaginary and practice of schooling in the US. 
Following the second intention – to be accessible in the manner of public 
theologies – I seek to develop my generative proposals in a way that is accessible to an 
                                                          
 




audience beyond academic Christian theologians. Chapter 2 differentiated between the 
accessible rhetorical qualities of public theology and the reform tendencies of its strategic 
response. Work that is accessible in the manner of public theologies has two defining 
characteristics, as introduced in the earlier chapter. First, it generates “informed 
understandings of the theological and religious dimensions of public issues and develops 
analysis and critique in ways that are accessible and conceivably persuasive across 
disciplines and faith traditions.”1041 Second, it “resists confessional and authoritarian 
forms of reasoning and argumentation, choosing instead to be accessible and compelling 
to people both in and beyond religious communities.” In order to exhibit these 
characteristics, I will first engage with people of varied faith traditions and those who do 
not identify with faith but are interested in what religious reflection may contribute to 
educational discourse. After tracing broad contours, I will consider some of the insights 
offered by Christian perspectives. This tactic deserves one caveat before proceeding. 
The categories “people of faith” and “religious reflection” are not value neutral 
and may well be inflected with a monotheistic theological character. For example, some 
argue that the category of “religion” itself is a disguised version of modern “Western 
liberal ecumenical theology.”1042 Thus, I enter this discourse with some trepidation as I 
distinguish the “generic” category of the religious reflections of people of faith from 
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Christian theological reflections. The trepidations can be explored elsewhere, but my 
purpose here is to reflect in two ways, one explicitly Christian and one that seeks to 
decenter Christianity or any other particularized religion. 1043 That being said, I recognize 
that I am a Christian and my frame of reference is unavoidably tinged by that fact.  
Furthermore, given the nature of churchstateness addressed in Chapter 4, even if I 
were an avowed atheist, my American socio-political frame of reference would probably 
be deeply marked by the Christian imaginary. Jantzen and Castoriadis’ analysis of social 
imaginaries, patterns of thought, and social institutions suggest that this is the case as 
well. Consequently, while I am aware that my attempt to be “publicly accessible” is 
indelibly marked by my socio-religious location, I proceed with hopes that what emerges 
here is engaging and relevant to those within the church and in many other religious and 
non-religious locations seeking social change.  
While this chapter is about future transformation, it is also about understanding 
the present. Practical theology does not just provide religious and theological frameworks 
for thinking about a practice and how to change that practice. It is also about meaning-
making, deepening understanding, and providing language that helps to describe current 
conditions. Following from John Hull’s framing of a theology of education, my intent is 
that this chapter shows that theology can provide a “legitimate, but not necessary,” source 
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for understanding public education. 1044 Similarly inspired by Hull, I clarified in Chapter 
1 that the development of a theology of education could be confessional or non-
confessional. Providing pathways into legitimacy looks different depending on whether 
or not a reader understands themselves to be part of a faith community, for example. 
Because of this, I have tried to keep multiple audiences in mind throughout the 
dissertation, writing such that a variety of readers would find something engaging in the 
text regardless of their faith commitments.  
In the remainder of this chapter, some of the differences between those audiences 
will become more pronounced. In addition to “non-confessional” comments, which I 
hope are cogent and useful for anyone with interest in the intersection of religion and 
education, I have also made specific “confessional” suggestions at some points that 
reflect my own Christian perspective. These suggestions include actions that Christian 
congregations might take, as well as theological insights that Christians might find useful 
in thinking about what their faith offers to a reflection on education. Where I include 
content of this nature, I do so with an intent to make it cogent to an informed reader, 
regardless of their religious affiliation.   
 The third intention of this project is to draw inspiration from both reformation and 
revolution. Public theology’s rhetorical quality of accessibility does not imply that 
educators and religionists need to take “a reforming position rather than a revolutionary 
one.”1045 In this section, I include responses that are revolutionary in siding with the 
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marginalized, and I also reflect on potential areas for compromise, negotiation, and 
incremental change.1046 Given that conscientização natal is an undeniably liberationist 
construct, part of what I will consider below has to do with what changes and 
transformation might be possible within the gap between conscientização natal and 
current practices of public schooling. 
Mutually Critical Correlation 
 The two following sections of this chapter are an exploration of possible new 
ways of being and thinking that emerge from placing summarized themes from Part II 
into conversation with conscientização natal. This conversation is premised on an 
understanding of practice that is inherently yoked to both material patterns of action and 
social imaginaries. Working within Bell’s frame as detailed in Chapter 2, I see public 
schooling as a practice comprised of patterns of action that influence social imaginaries. 
Working within Castoriadis’ frame as detailed in Chapter 6, public schooling is “a 
socially sanctioned, symbolic network in which a functional component and an imaginary 
component are combined.”1047 Within my practical theological method, overlapping these 
two frameworks means that the content to be brought into consideration in a mutually 
critical correlation is drawn from patterns discovered in observable material data (the 
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“functional components” of Chapters 3-5) and from theoretical and reflective 
commentary (the “imaginary components” of Chapters 6-7). Consequently, the results of 
the correlation yield recommendations for change in both the functional and imaginary 
domains. In this sense, correlation is resonant with nunciation, simultaneously gesturing 
with one hand to particular areas where material change is needed while pointing the 
other hand toward new ways of thinking, new stories, and new imaginations. Figure 8.01 
below is a visual representation of the model of correlation used in this chapter. 
Figure 8.01: Correlation Diagram 
 
The task to be accomplished in this section is to ask what can be said of education 
and theology when the patterns and imagination of the practice of schooling are placed in 
conversation with the construct of conscientização natal. In the language of Don 
Browning and David Tracy, I ask what happens when these two areas of human 
knowledge are brought into “mutually critical dialogue”?1048 The items on the left list 
below are the nine “instituting patterns” of action operative within the practice of 
                                                          
 




schooling as a whole, as detailed in Part II and summarized in Chapter 6. The items on 
the right are the commitments of conscientização natal as described in Chapter 7. 
Patterns of Schooling 
 
● increasing standardization 
● declining creativity in curriculum 
and students  
● increasing individualization and 
teacher-centered instruction  
● schools explicitly serving to 
“Americanize” students  
● schooling as a means of sorting 
for student success  
● schools providing increasing 
opportunity in exchange for 
compliance 
● the compulsory nature of 
schooling 
● internal tension regarding who 
should control schools 
● advocacy for, and resistance to, 
the transformation schema 
 
Commitments of Conscientização Natal 
 
● view knowledge as organic and 
interdisciplinary 
● emphasize materiality, 
embodiment, and sexual 
difference 
● Interpret subjectivity in terms of 
collective flourishing 
● name human being as an 
asymptotic process 
● cultivate wonder, beauty, 








To engage in robust correlation, an important move is needed in order to compare the two 
lists above, namely to formulate them in the same format. The educational list is a 
collection of patterns of action whereas the conscientização natal list is a series of 
commitments that might inspire a pattern of action. Because thinking about what these 
inspired actions might be is the purpose of this section, I need to interpret the patterns list.  
From Patterns to Intent 
I will interpret the list of patterns generously, premised on the theologically-
informed hermeneutic choice to presume that the original intent of the institution of 




that list of practices and extrapolating the needs and intentions of the American 
educational imaginary generously, exposes one to accusations of naïveté. For example, 
knowing the evils of the Americanizing Indian Boarding Schools that were intended to 
“Kill the Indian, and Save the Man,”1049 it feels awkward and potentially dangerous to 
say that the instituting practice of using school for Americanization emerged from a 
legitimate and life-giving purpose and was just twisted out of shape. Risky as it may be, I 
chose this reading as an interpretive move in a hermeneutics of recovery, a “state of mind 
in which we are able to judge and choose ethically, and thereby recover from the chaos 
induced by being either too trusting or too suspicious.”1050 I approach this interpretation 
with what Ricoeur would call the “second naïveté,” seeking what is of value without 
ignoring the fact that the patterns themselves are quite flawed.1051 Maintaining a 
hermeneutic posture that allows for the possibility of recovery, this section will ask what 
gives rise to the patterns observed.  
Profoundly oppressive political forces press on the American educational system. 
This study has clearly demonstrated that. In trying to read affirmation back into the 
original intent of the institution of education, the intent is to ask what the most generous 
reading of a situation might be so as to explore if there might be another way to get there 
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given what has been seen. I work under the assumption that many patterns, even those 
that are currently destructive, were originally shaped, at least partially, by positive 
intentions, which became distorted or diminished over time and in changing contexts. 
Consequently, one can theologically interpret a kind of fall or falling short of schooling 
practices that may have originally had at least some positive intentions but became 
distorted due to political power struggles, racist and discriminatory cultural tropes, and 
reification of one pattern over others.  
In addition to this theoretical and theological framing, this section also draws 
upon the data from survey respondents who communicated what they thought the purpose 
or intention of public school was and what values and habits schools promote. In the 
portion that follows I will conjecture as to the intentions that resulted in the patterns, 
attempting to provide generous interpretations that hold in view both my hermeneutics of 
recovery and the perspectives of the 125 survey participants living in the United States 
during the fall of 2019.  
Upon reviewing these responses and the list of patterns noted above, I established 
four category titles that represent the major intentions of public schooling as identified in 
the patterns list and in the survey results. What the list below represents is an attempt to 
apply a generous hermeneutics of recovery to see what the best intentions of schooling 
might be said to be, based on the patterns list being considered alongside how survey 
respondents reported thinking about the purpose of schooling. I compared the “patterns of 
schooling” list above with the survey response codes, clustering similarly themed items 




all could be sorted into one or more of the following categories.1052 The interpreted 
intentions of public schooling are to: 
1. Encourage Students to Recognize that Hard Work Gets Results  
2. Provide Measurable Consistency and Continuity 
3. Ensure that Students Have the Skills to Succeed 
4. Affirm Connection Between Community and School 
 
Figure 8.02: Intentions of Public Schooling Chart 
 
 These intentions represent a combination of emergent categories from the survey 
sample as well as the thematized theoretical content. Some of the noted themes from 
above are interpreted as falling into more than one category, as, for example, a reading of 
the increase in standardization as a means to provide measureable consistency and to 
                                                          
 




encourage students to recognize that hard work gets results. Similarly, the survey code 
response “Diversity - Exposure to and Appreciation of,” fits into both “ensure that 
students have skills to succeed” as well as “affirm connection between community and 
school.” These categories are an interpretation of the thematized patterns of action 
described in Part II, providing a reading that suggests that, when read generously, behind 
the noted patterns are these intentions.  
Subsequently, these intentions, when put into mutually critical correlation with 
conscientização natal, ought to yield possible areas for emergent action and thought. For 
example, Figure 8.02 interprets the increase in standardization as a result of the intention 
to provide measureable consistency and continuity. What correlation will ask is if 
conscientização natal suggests another possible means by which this same intention 
might be met other than standardization. While an imagined future shaped by 
conscientização natal, schools might function in ways that radically differ from the 
present moment, to get there from here requires engaging with schools as they are. The 
analytic thematization done in Chapter 4 using Stephen Brint’s sociological model serves 
as a good approximation for the function of US schools in the present.1053 The task is to 
ask, assuming best intentions, how can one get from here to what comes next? 
At first the interpreted intentions seemed insufficient or too naïve. It is quite a 
stretch, for example, to positively cite the declining creativity of school curricula and 
students as affirmation of the intent to “provide measurable consistency and continuity.” 
                                                          
 




Eventually, though, it was precisely that feeling of “stretch” that contributed to my 
decision to proceed in this manner. If those four categories are assumed to be the initial 
intent of the institution of schooling, I can see — with some conceptual squinting — how 
the observed patterns emerged and begin to conceive of other ways those needs could be 
met. If Jantzen is correct and natality persists under the repression of necrophilia, then so 
too ought I be able to turn toward these intentions, even if they have fallen far short of 
good, to seek a more life-giving possible response. The correlation of these categories 
with conscientização natal will yield new possibilities for seeking out deepening 
flourishing in the midst of the present. It is toward that yield I now turn.  
The Yield of Correlation 
In this sub-section I will explain the expected results of the correlation. In 
particular, I describe how I conceive of the relationship between the fruit of this 
correlation and religion, education, theology, and educational theory. In this project, I 
understand conscientização natal to function as what I call a “utopian optative,” an 
intermediary conceptual space of wondering between the present and what is to come. In 
linguistics, the optative mood is the grammatical term used to express intense hope and 
divine longing.1054  
More technically, in terms of practice theory, conscientização natal is an 
autonomous imaginary, self-reflectively conceived as a possible alternative, but not yet 
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fully embodied in practice. As a pedagogical construct with anthropological dimensions, 
conscientização natal also has material implications. Conscientização natal is, in a sense, 
an imagined practice that has yet to be wholly embodied. However, an “unembodied 
practice” is not a viable concept, so what is it? Conscientização natal is not quite a 
practice nor is it a social imaginary, but it has some qualities of both. Because of this I 
refer to it as an instance of a utopian optative, distinguishing it from both a practice and 
an imaginary. 
 Optative language is used to communicate unattainable wishes in the present (Oh, 
that I were young again!), prayers and hopes for future situations (I pray you find some 
rest), or a hopeful “command or exhortation with a force nearly akin to the 
imperative”1055 (May God have mercy on me!). For example, Luke 1:38 has Mary saying, 
“Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word” (NRSV). 
In that sentence, “let it be with me” is in the optative mood. An imagined practice is a 
utopian optative. 
 Material practice as envisioned in conscientização natal does not yet exist, except 
in pockets, in public schooling in the US. Indeed, if conscientização natal were to be 
named as a goal and actually become instituted in practices that have material patterns 
and imaginary meanings it would almost certainly fall short of its fullness as articulated 
in Chapter 7. The “fullness” of conscientização natal as such, is never attainable, because 
it is too abstract: it is a wonder-ful account of potential that is no longer in the past and 
                                                          
 




not yet in the future. It is an imagined “counterpractice” that might give rise to new forms 
of community where “voices of resistance, beauty and hope” could be nourished.1056  
Articulating imagined practices as utopian optatives is a kind of bulwark against 
determinism. They are a source of resistance against certainty. Or, in less militaristic and 
more live-giving terms, utopian optatives are not posited as the optimal blueprint for a 
perfect society, but as imaginary seeds from which actual practices might emerge. When 
imagined counterpractices take form and conceptualized forms of community come to be 
in the flesh, they will be uniquely contextualized, particular, and very likely not exactly 
what was thought of. For some, identifying the fullness of conscientização natal as an 
inaccessible utopian dream may seem defeatist, however I think it is to be celebrated!  
Whenever imagined utopias become materially manifest they do so incompletely.  
As such, were conscientização natal to becomes materially manifest and be named as 
such, it would necessarily fall short of some of the commitments and become less than 
what was imagined. However, in manifesting at all, it would also become more than what 
was imagined: as it becomes part of embodied practices in actual lives in particular 
communities, utopian vision become refracted on the prism of the particular. Because 
practice is adaptive, imagination will manifest in diverse actions depending on the people 
practicing. The goal is not to attempt to manifest the whole of a utopian vision, but, 
resonant with Freire’s epigraph to this chapter, to speak of it, to tell stories of it and “to 
                                                          
 




engage in practices consistent with it.”1057 By moving from abstraction into practice, 
utopian optatives come into life in actual stories and communities. In this sense, 
conscientização natal is a kind of imaginative catalyst. 
 In chemistry, catalysts are things that can be added to reactions to get them to 
process faster, start earlier, or require less energy to finish. The catalyst itself is not 
directly part of the reaction: the iron used to lower the heat needed to produce ammonia 
in the Haber process remains intact after the reaction is complete.1058 Catalysts are 
enabling materials, and without them the process could not proceed; yet they are not 
consumed or changed in the reaction. Utopian optatives are never materially embodied in 
the world; however, they are catalysts that magnify the possibility of viable action or, in 
some settings, lower the social pressure. Emergent imaginaries and their nascent practices 
arise at the intersection of the present and a vision of the world harbored within an 
optative utopian vision. 
In this light, conscientização natal serves as a form of what Bell called 
“redemptive hegemony,”1059 or what Castoriadis named as an instituting autonomous 
social imaginary that transforms the instituted social structures, which people assume to 
be “just the way things are.” Utopian optatives are imaginative levers with which people 
can be lifted past limit-situations and, in so doing, become the catalytic inspiration for 
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change in imaginary, material, and social-historical conditions. Within conscientização 
natal, nunciation is the fulcrum upon which some sliver of a not-yet-fully arrived perfect 
future is experienced and used to press against the present. In the realized eschatology of 
my tradition in The Religious Society of Friends, we might refer to this as “the 
inbreaking of the Reign of God,”1060 a moment in which some measure of fullness 
becomes manifest, even if just for a moment, resulting in new vision and movement 
toward liberation. I have come to think about how these moments shift our thinking based 
on Raymond Williams’ model of cultural and ideological change,1061 something which 
applies to imaginaries as well as culture.1062  
 Discussing “dominant system of meanings and values,” Williams describes them 
much in the way Castoriadis does social imaginaries: “a sense of reality for most people 
in the society, a sense of absolute because experienced reality beyond which it is very 
difficult for most members of the society to move.”1063 In addition to dominant views, he 
also identifies “alternative” and “oppositional” views. Alternative views are those that 
can “be accommodated and tolerated within a particular effective and dominant 
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culture.”1064 That is, “alternative imaginaries” are antagonistic toward the prevailing 
view, but do not pose an existential threat to the dominant imaginary so, while they may 
be “disregarded or dismissed,” they are able to persist.  
Positions that are “oppositional,” however, are those that are disruptive enough to 
the status quo to be challenged. The contrast between alternative and oppositional 
positions is the difference “between someone who simply finds a different way to live 
and wishes to be left alone with it, and someone who finds a different way to live and 
wants to change the society in its light.”1065 Consider, for example, the alternative 
position of those conservative Christian parents who choose to remove their children 
from public school and have them homeschooled. Their decision resides within an 
imaginary that identifies qualities of public schooling as antithetical to rearing their 
children in the manner they most want. This is not the dominant view; however, it co-
exists in a minority status that is in tension with the dominant but does not threaten its 
dominance.  
Alternative views are contrasted with oppositional or optative visions, which 
directly challenge the current order. An example of this oppositional view can be seen 
today in at least nine states where Christian homeschooling parents have been 
instrumental in developing systems whereby public school funds can be diverted into 
                                                          
 
1064 Ibid. 




vouchers for Christian private schools.1066 This action can radically shift the funding 
structures of local communities and, in the process, shift the focus from “a different way 
to live” to an effort to change society in its light. Even in those nine states, however, a 
measure of cultural momentum has carried over from the earlier system. The past is never 
totally wiped clear by a new reality. Williams discusses this dynamic using the language 
of “residual” and “emergent” cultures, as depicted in Figure 8.03 below, modified for the 
context of imaginaries. 
Figure 8.03: Emergent Imaginary Model 
 
 Residual social imaginaries are the traces of historically dominant worldviews 
that have since been overlaid with new imaginaries, but whose presence continues to 
influence institutions in diminishing ways. Conversely, emergent social imaginaries are 
those “new meanings and values, new practices, new significances and experiences, that 
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are continually being created” and becoming “incorporated.”1067 In the terms I have been 
using, the imagined practices are incorporated, or taken-into-bodies, and new imaginaries 
emerge at the edges of the dominant ones. This process is an ongoing one, and whether or 
not the emergent supplants the dominant depends upon its strength and internal 
coherence, as well as how well it resists becoming incorporated into the dominant frame. 
Struggle and resistance happen between dominant and alternative imaginaries, between 
dominant and emergent imaginaries, and possibly between multiple emergent imaginaries 
as they jockey for priority. Consequently, within any social imaginary, numerous tensions 
and possible emergent imaginaries are in flux.1068 
In Figure 8.03 above, there is a portion of the diagram where the emerging 
imaginaries overlap with the areas representing tensions between the dominant and 
alternative imaginaries. That is the area in which un-incorporated and not-as-yet-
instituted utopian optatives and imagined practices catalyze material into actions for 
transformation as people engage in new practices that are consistent with a vision of the 
world that has not yet come.1069 These are the places where, as Juan Luis Segundo says, 
“we make a material change to better organize our lives so as to better sustain the insights 
and theological frameworks” that lead to greater liberation and flourishing.1070 The 
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remaining half of this chapter is about what might happen in those spaces.  
Mutually critical correlation, when done with a utopian optative as one of the 
components of correlation, is the process of beginning to outline a map of what material 
and theoretical contours might be present in an emerging imaginary. Further exploration 
will yield finer details to be filled in on this metaphoric cartography, but it starts with a 
broad sketch. I begin below with consideration of what material and functional 
recommendations might arise. 
Material and Functional Recommendations 
 This section is an exploration of what observable and material changes might be 
suggested as a consequence of the mutually critical correlation of conscientização natal 
and the patterns of the practice of schooling as interpreted above. As noted in Figure 8.01 
on page 464, the material and “functional component” yield of this correlation pertains to 
possible new behaviors within public schools and communities of faith. Those areas are 
considered below. 
 
Transformation of Activities in Schools 
The first area I will explore within the material and functional domain is 
regarding potentially new ways that schools could function in light of the mutually 
critical correlation. Within conscientização natal, the move to reframe knowing as having 
relational, embodied, and affective dimensions suggests that most current dominant forms 




consistency and continuity, new forms of assessment might contribute to schooling 
moving into a new way of being. Practical theologian and religious educator Mary 
Elizabeth Moore has identified how the educational aspects of Alfred North Whitehead’s 
process relational philosophy might serve as a tool to develop such assessments.1071 
 Emerging from her engagement with Whitehead, Moore provides an initial list of 
relationships to consider and consequent questions that could be used in developing 
curriculum. Several of these relational categories and accompanying questions could 
move educational systems toward meeting the commitments of conscientização natal. 
Consider these three:  
 Relationships with self: Does education enhance critical self-
awareness and character-development while it raises students’ 
awareness of their deepest passions, values, and concerns and their 
relationship with a wider world?  
 
 Relations with community and culture: Does education encourage 
respectful relationships within the learning community, with the larger 
community, and with the larger cultural matrix, thereby contributing to 
life-giving relationships within larger communities and cultural 
movements?  
 
 Relations with social structures: Is education interactive, public and 
purposive, leading to cross-disciplinary reflection, communal analysis, 
critique, and constructive action within school structures and in the 
larger society?1072 
 
Moore suggests that viable models that emerge from serious consideration of these 
questions are already in practice. For example, she shows how Whitehead’s insights have 
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inspired the work of Franz Riffert and Andreas Paschon.  
Riffert and Paschon have worked in Austria to develop schools that employ a 
standardized system of curriculum and national testing that only addresses two thirds of 
the curriculum. This allows each school — in consultation with teachers, parents, and 
students — to establish a third of the curriculum that meets the unique needs and 
potential in the local community and to determine how those needs ought best be 
assessed.1073 This move would be one toward public opinion, as educational research has 
shown that “unlike some policy advocates who see local control of education as obsolete, 
the public often expresses strong support for and satisfaction with local control.”1074 
Internationally, decentralization and returning more control to the local level has been the 
general trend with national-level educational standards being increasingly interpreted at 
the regional or municipal level.1075 In turn, affirming community-based decision-making 
around schooling could open the doors for consideration of less common forms of 
evaluation that have a greater resonance with conscientização natal and still provide a 
means of assessment. Research has demonstrated that when students are assessed in ways 
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that explicitly value creative abilities, their academic performance improves.1076 This 
suggests that “creative activity can rekindle the interest of students who have been turned 
off by school, and teachers who may be turned off by teaching in a culture of control and 
compliance.”1077 The affirmation of creative output has an overflow effect wherein it can 
increase skills and motivation for tasks that require less creativity. 
Part of what I am advocating is a recognition that, while sometimes educational 
activities that support creative and imaginative engagement are considered “extra” or 
fluff, these activities are worthwhile because creativity itself is a useful skill, and also 
because creative activities enhance other skills as well. Placing a greater curricular 
emphasis on creativity offers low-hanging fruit: there are separate holistic, philosophical, 
and economic rationales for supporting students to learn how to work better in groups and 
to have more developed creative faculties.1078  
Arguments could be made on the basis of business interests, a desire to honor the 
whole child, or an affinity for the arts. However, tensions can, and do, develop within 
communities regarding how to support creativity. Consider, for example, a narrative from 
Barbara Wotherspoon, professor of education at the University of Saskatchewan, writing 
about an experience she had watching kindergarten-aged children play a game of soccer 
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[T]wo little girls forgot that they were supposed to be playing an organized sport; 
they were completely absorbed in smelling, touching, and talking to a group of 
flowers that had managed to avoid being trampled. The teacher encouraged them 
to come back to the game, and when they hesitated, she physically picked them up 
and pointed them in the direction that they were to run. Although I could see the 
benefits of being outside and being involved in physical exercise, I also felt a bit 
saddened because so early in their education, these youngsters were being 
introduced to standardization, competition, and disconnection from the natural 
world. I could only hope that the school system would not destroy their sense of 
awe, mystery, and imaginative play.1079 
 
While some will agree with Wotherspoon and lament protocols that smother awe, others 
might appreciate the discipline and rigor. The different views pose the question of what 
constitutes an appropriate standard for educational assessment. Given conscientização 
natal’s relational and material emphasis, this question needs to be answered in a 
community-dependent way, shifting more control to local levels for decisions.  
In the US context, this shift would require greater mechanisms for community 
input, which would affirm the connection between communities and schools. This would 
be challenging, especially given the tension between those who think schools should 
foster social transformation and those who think they should not. The challenge might be 
necessary, however, and avoiding it would not help the situation to get any better.  
Recall Tyack and Tobin’s argument from Chapter 4 that no large-scale change in 
the educational sector is sustainable unless it brings in more constituents than are 
typically part of education reform, which tends to be driven by officials and politicians. 
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They claim that substantial change “would require intense and continual public dialogue 
about the ends and means of schooling, including a reexamination of cultural 
assumptions about what a ‘real school’ is and what sort of improved schooling could 
realize new aspirations.”1080 The result would be what historian Charles Glenn calls 
educational “demythologization,” and rejection of the claim that schooling is neutral, 
moving instead to local and parental control wherein schools are expected to provide both 
“neutral” instruction and formational education.1081  
This move away from large-scale centralization, Glenn argues, would allow for 
greater agility in regard to school change and greater investment from communities and 
teachers. Weighing recommendations and desires at the local level is also supported by 
Tyack’s work with Cuban in which they recommend that reform should “focus on ways 
to improve instruction from the inside out rather than the top down.”1082 These 
suggestions are viable from an educational perspective and are resonant with 
conscientização natal’s commitments to recognize real difference in communities and to 
work toward collective liberation.  
While “intense and continual public dialogue about the ends and means of 
schooling” would be challenging, the involvement of more community voices in the 
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educational decision-making process can contribute to the integration of communal 
concerns about community health and flourishing into schooling. Given that the history 
of education in the United States reveals the degree to which education has been strongly 
influenced by issues of political power and economics,1083 having explicit discussion 
about the dynamics of power and finances at the community level may support 
community engagement. There would very likely be some agreement between 
communities about shared skills and content knowledge, but the option to have diverse, 
community-dependent content would be available. The boundaries of what the grammar 
of school recognizes as “real school” could be broadened.  
One vivid example of this possibility is seen in the work of the Coalition for 
Community Schools, a national nonprofit that supports the efforts of reconceiving the 
role of the school and implementing strategies that make the whole community healthier. 
A community school is both a place and a set of partnerships between the school 
and other community resources. Its integrated focus on academics, health and 
social services, youth and community development and community engagement 
leads to improved student learning, stronger families and healthier communities. 
Community schools offer a personalized curriculum that emphasizes real-world 
learning and community problem-solving. Schools become centers of the 
community and are open to everyone — all day, every day, evenings and 
weekends.1084 
 
Models like those recommended by the Community Schools Movement are measurable, 
connect students to their community, help to provide applicable skills, support student 
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wellness, and encourage community growth. Community leaders at schools like these 
recognize that it is impossible for traditional models of schooling to shoulder the entire 
load of what society expects schooling to accomplish. Either expectations need to be 
lessened as to what education can accomplish, or people need to reconceive what a 
school can be. The loading of many additional expectations on schools without providing 
additional resources or communal support can yield alienation. 
As discussed in Chapter 6, the imagined world in which standardization and 
national testing yields no child left behind is a form of misrecognition. Alienation is one 
of the consequences of a split between what the imaginary suggests is possible and what 
the actions of a practice materially accomplish. Themes of upward mobility and equality 
of opportunity are the repeated chorus of education policy programs like “No Child Left 
Behind,” while the measurable consequences of policy and behavior reflect that the 
results of those programs have sometimes increased inequality.1085 By changing the 
material operations of a school, like the ways Community Schools do, the dissonance 
between the hope of schooling and the consequences of schooling are lessened 
significantly. Another way alienation might be challenged is to go in the other direction, 
turning specific attention in schools and communities to discussion about what students 
think education might accomplish. 
At the curricular level, communities might decide to explicitly discuss some of 
the purposes of education in the context of classes. This could be done by utilizing 
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something like the worldview classes in Dutch schools, in which “children can be 
stimulated and inspired to think and learn about their own worldview and the worldview 
of others,” and to do so in a way that honors that “traditional, non-traditional, religious, 
and secular worldviews all coexist.” 1086 In a parallel move, classes like these might 
involve students who think education ought to be socially transformative and those who 
maintain it ought only provide “training in techniques of reasoning and analysis.”1087  
In Dutch schools, “religion” is an optional subject and, upon parents’ requests, 
students can take different courses, yielding programs in Protestant and Roman Catholic 
thought, Islamic religious education, and Humanistic Worldview Education.1088 Instead 
of identifying differences of worldview as a taboo topic, courses like these recognize how 
democratic pluralism is supported by self-reflection and explicit discussion of difference. 
This idea could be expanded by offering a class on critical pedagogy for students whose 
parents want them to reflect on their own education critically. In this sense, the 
orientation between people resonant with the transformation schema and those affirming 
the training schema can be seen as inhabiting different worldviews. Parents who would 
prefer to have their children not participate in learning about another worldview would 
not be forced to do so.  
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Beyond the immediate context of the public schools themselves, the lens of 
conscientização natal also suggests other alternatives to systems related to schooling, as 
in teacher-training programs and the tax codes used to establish funding for public 
education. While these areas are not public schooling per se, they have significant impact 
on what happens in public schools and are consequently worth addressing. 
Conscientização natal provides a basis on which to suggest that teacher-training programs 
should consider including content that addresses some of the potential psycho-spiritual 
and ethical domains of education. For example, curricular content on moral injury and 
educational ethics could be more regularly included in the content with which pre-service 
teachers engage.  
Given how formative the practice of schooling can be on teachers who long for 
their jobs to help them make meaning and contribute to their communities, a tension 
arises between what many teachers hope for and what is possible in their profession.1089 I 
have suggested elsewhere that this is one of the causes of moral injury among 
teachers.1090 Research has shown that reflecting on the possibility of moral injury prior to 
experiencing it can be an effective intervention that reduces reported instances of moral 
                                                          
 
1089 Leigh Mclean, Tashia Abry, Michelle Taylor, Manuela Jimenez, and Kristen Granger,” Teachers' 
Mental Health and Perceptions of School Climate across the Transition from Training to Teaching,” 
Teaching and Teacher Education 65 (2017): 230-40. 
1090 L. Callid Keefe-Perry, “Called into Crucible: Vocation and Moral Injury in US Public School 




injury.1091 Given this, having pre-service teachers reflect on the system of education and 
how it impacts them affectively might not only decrease teacher burnout rates, but also 
support mental health for individual teachers, which has a direct bearing on teaching 
effectiveness and student success.1092  
Similarly, teacher training programs could do more to integrate ethics into pre-
service coursework, or what philosopher of education Meira Levinson calls “educational 
ethics,” a sub-discipline of ethics for educational scholarship similar to bio-ethics for the 
biological sciences.1093 Levinson’s book, Democratic Discord in Schools, pragmatically 
explores a number of cases that a teacher might encounter that could cause significant 
moral stress. She asks teachers to reflect in advance how they might want to handle 
dynamics, as in a situation in which, based on grades alone, a struggling student should 
not pass a class, but the teacher knows that failing would likely lead the student to drop 
out.1094 By emphasizing the material impact that education can have on individual lives, 
teacher training can shift educational thinking away from more structural, rule-based 
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frameworks toward relational ones. Likewise, inquiry into other structures adjacent to 
education can identify additional areas wherein conscientização natal might provide 
insight. 
Recognizing the myriad ways in which society and school are co-constitutive, and 
the effects that education can have on students, one final consequence to consider might 
be a reflection on the tax base and school funding formulas. Schooling is not separate 
from society, so pedagogy intended to influence classroom culture may have implications 
beyond the classroom as well. Religious and spiritual thinking can evoke deep reflection 
on the values embedded in public schooling and in other aspects of the public domain. 
For example, how the US manages to pay for schools, seen with conscientização natal in 
view, can be considered, by extension, as a pedagogical issue.  
The tax mechanism for allocating funding to schools is a complicated process in 
the US. In addition to the primary formula each state uses to allocate money to school 
districts, each state uses an average of 16 additional “categorical modifications” to that 
formula.1095 The result is that understanding how money gets to schools can be very hard 
to decipher. Often people have little understanding of how policy decisions tangibly 
impact school districts. Since part of conscientização natal is committed to communal 
health and this requires accountability and engagement between community and school, 
communities need to take steps toward increasing clarity and access to information. 
Tennessee, for example, has created “web-based school funding tools available to the 
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public, which helps to eliminate the mystery around school funding formulas and make 
them a little less opaque.”1096 Providing access to clear information about decisions that 
will affect the community seems advisable in general and even more so if the 
commitments of conscientização natal seem important when considering schooling.  
The lens of conscientização natal also yields specific considerations and 
opportunities for the activities of communities of faith. As the practical theologian Hanna 
Ingram writes, “if education has great potential to be transformative when it is rooted in 
the needs and calls of communities, responding to the social problems that arise, then 
there is no institution better poised to offer good education than the local church.”1097 
Here Ingram is not advocating for church-sponsored schools, but ways in which 
communities of faith might productively engage with systems of schooling so as to 
increase flourishing. How faith communities might do this and do it with integrity within 
US laws is precisely the topic of the next subsection.  
Transformation for Activities in Faith Communities 
At the most basic level, I advocate that faith communities have explicit conversations 
about how — or if — they articulate the public good as a responsibility. Specific areas of 
public interest might include the environment, public health, community violence, and/or 
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public education. If care for children and public education is a concern for the 
community, the conversation can turn to asking what legal and ethical ways faith 
communities have to support public education as a public good. For example, Pastors for 
Texas Children is a non-profit organization that affirms four positions that are central to 
their work. 
1. Public education for all of God's children is a core provision of God's common 
good. 
2. Pastors and faith leaders are being called by God to serve public schools through 
prayer, direct service, and legislative advocacy. 
3. Religious liberty and religious freedom are gifts from God. The constitutional 
guarantee of church-state separation protects diverse faith traditions. 
4. Legislative efforts to disrespect, privatize, or cut funding for public education are 
immoral and unconstitutional. They should be opposed at every turn, by all people 
of faith and goodwill.1098 
 
The Rev. Charlie Johnson originally founded the organization to fight pending legislation 
that would have allowed tax dollars to be spent on vouchers that could be used on 
Christian private schools. Johnson felt that his Christian commitment to the common 
good meant that public funds should go to public schools. After the group successfully 
opposed the legislation, the network stayed together to continue the work of supporting 
congregations in their desires to connect to schools in need. Today, congregations 
working with PFTC provide legislative support as well as offer direct service, tutoring, 
and teacher appreciation. Similar models are emerging in other states, and congregations 
might consider joining or beginning a similar project in their state.  
As the project continues to mature, PFTC has recognized that, while they are 
                                                          
 





“rooted in the Christian tradition,” they want to grow to be “open to all people of faith 
and goodwill who share our vision of fair and equitable public school funding.”1099 The 
move to recognize that public education is a core provision of God's common good 
allows people of diverse religious commitments to engage with the work. This is also the 
perspective of POWER, a Philadelphia-based interfaith non-profit, whose mission is to 
use “our belief in God’s goodness and compassion for the suffering to organize and 
empower the people… to live and work together so that God’s presence is known on 
every block, that people work together to transform the conditions of their neighborhood, 
and that life flourishes for all.”1100  
The educational branch of their organization has focused on the fact that, in the 
Philadelphia metro area, school “funding is based primarily upon the relative wealth and 
political power of individual school districts, not the needs of those school districts.”1101 
Consequently, POWER argues that “a fair funding formula is a critical first step that 
religious people concerned with social justice issues can pursue to put their faith into 
action.”1102 Starting in 2014, POWER fought for public access to the hearings of the 
Basic Education Funding Commission in Pennsylvania. As mentioned above, access to 
information about how funding is determined is an important and early requirement for 
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change. By June of 2015, POWER had launched a “Moral Takeover of Harrisburg,” 
which included ten days of public witness around educational equity with clergy and 
congregations traveling to the state capital of Harrisburg for sustained direct action. 
Through these efforts and the sustaining work of their “Fair Funding Campaign,” 
POWER served to encourage Pennsylvania's Basic Education Funding Commission to 
change the state school funding formula, the revision of which was signed into law in 
June 2016. By December of 2017, Pennsylvania’s commissioner of education had agreed 
that local control of local schools should be increased.1103 Coordinated work by multiple 
communities of faith, sustained over years, resulted in significant changes.  
POWER’s position as an interfaith organization shows that, when framed as an 
issue of the public good, religious organizations can work together toward common goals 
in the public square even with others whose religious tradition might be at odds. Given 
that POWER’s staff and board includes Christians, Jews, Buddhists, and Muslims, it is 
highly unlikely that they all think about the importance of education in precisely the same 
way. Each staff person has their own tradition’s teachings and stories as the framework 
for their religious commitment to making change, but they also have in view the 
importance of the work on its own terms, something that can bring together communities 
across difference for the sake of the common good.  
Even if a community is not yet in a place to engage in direct support or action, a 
single congregation can explore the options. For instance, communities with youth 
                                                          
 





ministry programming may want to consider helping youth and families reflect on what 
hopes they have for school and what they think the broader purpose of education is for 
youth and society. Sometimes people presume that “getting good grades” at school ought 
to be the default desire. Thus, when a student is asked “how is school going?” the 
question is usually meant to serve as a stand in for “how well are you succeeding at 
meeting school’s goals?” not “how well do you think that school’s goals are contributing 
to flourishing?” One of the places where multigenerational connection within a faith 
community might be encouraged is in discussion about the role and purpose of schooling 
and whether the faith community has any unexamined and unspoken normative values 
that might yield fruitful engagement with the public schools. Either as part of a longer 
series on “faith in the public square,” or as a standalone unit, congregational leaders 
could design a series of intergenerational religious education events about schooling that 
create space for dialogue around some of the larger questions of schooling that are not 
regularly discussed. This kind of work could also be supported by networks of 
congregations or denominations: for religious leaders and academics, a whole field of 
largely unexplored questions are ripe for consideration. Theologians associated with 
particular religions and/or denominations could give attention to what their own specific 
traditions have to say about education.  
In one of the few theologies of education from a denominational perspective, 
Alan Hart Jahsmann wrote What's Lutheran in Education in 1960, producing a book of 




Lutheran thinking applied to education.”1104 He felt compelled to write the text because 
he recognized that “to date no thorough systematic Lutheran theoretical study of 
education has been published, either from a theological, philosophical, or from an 
educational point of view.”1105 Jahsmann developed a seven-point articulation of 
educational tenants that emerged from a distinctly Lutheran perspective.1106 Forty years 
after Jahsmann lamented that a more thorough investigation into a Lutheran perspective 
in education had not been released, William Rietschel reissued the complaint, writing in 
2000 about the absence of a thorough Lutheran account of education.1107 To my 
knowledge, no full denominational theologies have been written on education in the 
American context. Religious educators or youth ministers looking to engage questions of 
formation and schooling could develop resources that equip a denomination’s local 
congregations with resources to facilitate faith and schooling conversations.  
German religious education scholar Bernhard Grümme has gone so far as to 
suggest that the academic field of Religious Education should elevate conversations 
about “educational justice” as a part of what he calls a “Public Religious Pedagogy.”1108 
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He argues that public educational equity and justice ought to be a regular topic of concern 
and discussion for people of faith in general and religious educators in particular.1109 
Given that religious education is part of public schooling in Germany, Grümme’s 
arguments focus on different contexts from those of the US. However, even though 
hardly any US public schools offer religion courses, the ethical argument for public 
education being something for religious educators to consider remains viable. Beyond the 
ethical, one can give theological reasons why conversation about education should be 
taken up more robustly by theologians. Insights from religious and theological reasoning 
have implications for education. These areas are the focus of the next section.  
Theoretical and Imaginary Recommendations 
This section is an exploration of the mutually critical correlation of 
conscientização natal and the patterns of the practice of schooling in terms of what 
changes are possible for how we think about, or create theory about, religion and 
education. As noted in Figure 8.01 on page 464, the theoretical and “imaginary 
component” yield of this correlation pertains to possible new educational theory as well 
as theological constructs. This section considers these areas for potential change. 
Figure 8.03 on page 476 represents a model for how new imaginaries can arise as 
a result of the influence of optative utopian vision for what we hope might be possible. In 
that diagram, the emerging imaginaries overlap with the areas representing the tensions 






between dominant and alternative imaginaries. That is the area in which un-incorporated 
and not-as-yet-instituted utopian optatives and imagined practices enter into material 
possibility as people begin to develop new behavior aimed at supporting a new way of 
seeing and being. This was the focus of the previous section. That area on the diagram 
also represents where people can begin thinking in terms of new symbols and 
significations within the utopian vision that is unfolding and mixing with the present as 
an emergent imaginary.  
Whereas the previous section explored some possible shifts in material change 
and transforming patterns of action, this section considers viable reflective and symbolic 
change as well as possible new avenues for theory. What I propose here are potential 
ideas worth pursuing in which theology changes based on insights from education and 
vice versa. I begin below, first in considering possible theological transformations and 
then educational ones. 
Transformation for Theology 
In this sub-section I explore implications for pneumatology and anthropology that 
arise from conscientização natal’s correlation with schooling. I proceed from the 
assumption that if the kind of learning and teaching that is most liberating is one that 
catalyzes conscientização and deepens flourishing, then the kind of learning and teaching 
that God does is resonant with this as well. If God teaches, the kind of teaching that God 
does ought to be a model of teaching excellence. The best of human teaching may offer a 




“one-size-fits-all” learning models are not nearly as effective as adaptive, community-
contextualized curriculum, this reveals something about the nature of learning from God.  
The values of conscientização natal pose questions about the meaning and 
purpose of teaching, which in turn pose fresh questions about how Spirit moves and 
teaches. I am not suggesting that conscientização natal holds the key to understanding the 
ultimate purpose of all education for all people nor a perfect pneumatological accounting 
for God’s movement in the world. I do not think that such absolutist claims are possible. 
Rather, as John Hull recommends, I am attempting to provide a “legitimate and possible 
understanding... but not a necessary one.”1110 For those who find the construct of 
conscientização natal compelling, following its values will potentially change not only 
how one thinks about schooling, but how one does theology as well. For example, 
developing a pedagogical hermeneutic can be fruitful when reading texts about how 
Spirit works to teach humanity. Consider four illustrative verses.1111  
 You gave your good spirit to instruct them, and did not withhold your manna 
from their mouths, and gave them water for their thirst. (Nehemiah 9:20) 
 When they bring you before the synagogues, the rulers, and the authorities, do not 
worry about how you are to defend yourselves or what you are to say; for the 
Holy Spirit will teach you at that very hour what you ought to say. (Luke 12:11-
12) 
 But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will 
teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you. (John 14:26) 
 Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, 
so that we may know the things freely given to us by God, which things we also 
speak, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, 
combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words. (1 Corinthians 2:12-13) 
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What we see in these texts and others like them is that God, especially as Spirit, is a 
teacher of sorts. The ways people think about the nature of God’s teaching will shape 
how people understand God.  
Under a banking-model of education, Spirit’s teaching would just be transferring 
truth from God to those listening. Spirit would be a kind of divine funnel through which 
wisdom was channeled into the faithful. Those listening would go from a state of not 
having knowledge to having it, by means of Spirit. If God is this kind of teacher, then 
those seeking to learn from God would be expected to repeat only what was given to 
them by this Inner Teacher. Faithfulness would be a kind of rote learning and repetition 
of Divine insight. In this model, when Spirit teaches the only right and appropriate 
faithful response is to become an amplifier for God, a human signal boost for something 
that is finished, complete, and acquirable.  
On the other hand, if the kind of learning and knowledge discussed in 
conscientização natal is considered, one might conclude that Spirit teaches another way. 
Paying attention to how liberating learning happens may fruitfully inform how one 
understands the nature of the insights that God provides in worship and prayer. From an 
educational perspective, if God does not teach from a banking-model but in a problem-
posing manner, how ought one assess to what degree God’s students have learned? In the 
banking-model, “learning” is easy to show because the rote-learned information can be 
repeated back. The learning suggested by conscientização natal is transformative. What is 
an appropriate means of assessment to see how people of faith are learning from Inner 




done is transformative? Jantzen provides a suggestion. 
Women (and men) holding themselves accountable for one another’s flourishing, 
fostering each other as natals in the plurality of life, can in this shared 
commitment test the offerings of the imagination. Through ongoing work and 
play with and for one another, some symbols, myths, and practices will be found 
to be nourishing and others will not; some will open up to divine horizons and 
others will need to be modified or discarded.1112 
 
The test of faithfulness is not adherence to a text, but the degree to which new practices 
are nourishing. If the inward instruction of God is not a spiritual telephone line, but the 
kind of classroom in which people become themselves, but more so (o sermais), then 
learning from Spirit is humanity becoming more than it was. If what one wants from God 
is a Teacher that provides facts on Monday and a quiz on them each Friday, then Spirit’s 
lessons are likely to be refused. I recall a similar dynamic from when I was teaching 
middle school. 
I developed a school-wide process of classroom dialogues based in the Socratic 
method. At the program’s peak, at least once each month in every class in the school, 
students were engaging with one another in open-ended discussion around a topic 
relevant to the content of that class. Eventually, discussion was student-led, and students 
had become fairly skilled at asking one another deepening questions, being self-reflective 
about their opinions, and considering how other students came to have different 
perspectives on the same content. However, when we first began introducing the seminar 
to students, many wanted to know “what the point” was and how they would be graded 
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on something that was so free-wheeling. My adamant declaration that talking to each 
other and deepening one’s learning about a topic was the point was initially met with 
deep suspicion by most students.  
Early in this process, not knowing how seminars would develop meant that 
sometimes they ended in 10 minutes with no excitement or depth. Over time, as trust and 
skills were built, the same process sometimes led to some of the most compelling 
classroom conversations I had ever witnessed. I recall a day when one class’s seminar on 
the appropriate role of government became so heated that one student asked to be 
dismissed for “cool down time” in the hall. I later learned he had lied about his reason for 
leaving. Instead of staying in the hall, he went to go get the principal and ask if he and 
my other students could be allowed to skip their next class and finish the seminar because 
“they wouldn’t be done in time.” They were allowed to stay a little over and receive late 
passes, but the truth is that, when things are most engaged, there is never enough time. A 
couple of educational points here are important to note as they will shortly be considered 
in the context of theology.  
While Socratic seminars were eventually an exciting process for many students, 
no single modality of teaching is ever going to be sufficient to meet the needs of all 
learners. In education, the term “differentiated instruction” is used to name the process by 
which teachers recognize the diversity of experience, abilities, and skills in their students, 
finding ways to modify, supplement or alter learning activities so that each student can be 
met by the lesson in a way that is useful for their learning needs. In reality, most teachers 




teaching means figuring out what methods work best for what goals and what changes 
need to be made so that students can be provided with adequate scaffolding to help them 
reach those goals. When Socratic seminars in my 8th grade social studies class worked 
well, one reason was that other lessons on other days had provided the students with 
some content-knowledge, questions for further reflection, and confidence to engage with 
one another. Good teaching is not just about the excellence of a single lesson, but the 
ways that lesson fits into the broader vision of the goals of a unit or class. In light of these 
educational insights, reflecting on the metaphor of God as teacher provides fertile ground 
for theological implications of conscientização natal, especially as pertains to 
anthropology.   
Within conscientização natal, the idea of Spirit as Inner Teacher suggests an 
intimate relationship between the human capacity for learning, imagination, and the 
movement of God. A teacher can provide relevant information and set up useful 
components of a lesson, but the student must engage with what has been provided before 
any new understanding can be reached. So too does human action in imagination meet 
Spirit’s motion and invitation to learn a new way of being. Spirit, as Inner Teacher, meets 
humanity in imaginary spaces, engendering the hope we might become more than we are, 
encouraging nunciation and renewing human being as it becomes infinitely more, an 
endlessly unveiling humanity, complete in surplus and new becoming. Seen this way, 
encouraging imaginative thought oriented toward positive transformation is a means of 
grace, both a way of experiencing the possibility of mutual flourishing and the 




In conscientização natal, imagination is not merely an individual cognitive 
faculty, but the interaction of an individual will, co-constitutively formed by, and 
forming, social-historical conditions, institutional pressures, and the imaginations of other 
people. Theologically, I might say that I encounter Spirit through imagination. 
Imagination is something individuals possess and a process in which they participate and 
experience. Imagining a new way of life need not be not fantasy, but the site from which 
transformation grows. Imagination, in this sense, is a kind of imago dei, a human 
reflection of an aspect of the divine. Biblically, a beautiful resonance exists here with the 
Genesis 1:27 account of human creation as made in the image of God the Creator.1113 
Through imagination, people manifest the mutual flourishing that God so wants for the 
world. The risk of creativity and the indeterminacy of experimentation are elicited 
because of the hope that the world could be different. In faith that a new world might be 
able to be built, humans imagine what they might do if it were, creating new pathways of 
resistance and change.  
As vital as the imagination is to human becoming, and though a lack of 
imagination does delimit parts of the human experience, the fruits of imagination are not 
necessarily good. Indeed, if Jantzen is correct, then, insofar as the Christian project has 
been spread via a violent settler colonialism that devalues present materiality, the 
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Christian imagination itself bears many necrophilic marks. However, having knowledge 
of the world provided from other lessons and invited by Spirit’s teaching to be 
continually renewed, there remains hope that another more mutually-flourishing way of 
life might be possible. It is toward flourishing and schooling that I now turn. 
Transformation for Educational Theory 
In this sub-section I explore implications for how to think about the telos of public 
education, arising from conscientização natal’s correlation with schooling. In the 
conceptual Venn diagram that charts the common questions between theology and 
education, the largest area of overlap exists in the area labeled “What do we want 
children to become?” If Jantzen and Freire are correct in their views, then finding more 
just ways of living together requires new ways of speaking, thinking, and being together. 
One of the most significant places that our children learn to speak, think, and be together 
is in schools. Schooling is an opportunity, as Maxine Greene says, for full engagement 
with others and the world. She writes: 
We all learn to become human within a community of some kind or by means of a 
social medium. The more fully engaged we are, the more we can look through 
others’ eyes, the more richly individual we become. The activities that compose 
learning not only engage us in our own quests for answers and for meanings; they 
also serve to initiate us into the communities of scholarship and (if our 
perspectives widen sufficiently) into the human community, in its largest and 
richest sense.1114 
 
                                                          
 




Christians have particular ways of naming what “largest and richest” means and what 
legitimates that meaning, but many more than that will recognize that schools contribute 
to shaping who our children will become. There are questions to ask about how we 
imagine what US public schools can do that Christians may have Christian-inflected 
answers to, but can be answered just as intelligibly in other accents.  
Many of the questions to be asked at the intersection of religion and education are 
not particular to a single tradition. For example, when former US Secretary of Education 
Arne Duncan talked about education as “America’s economic salvation” 1115 it is unlikely 
this turn of phrase was intended to refer to soteriology in a strictly Christian sense. It is 
also the case that strong connections are made between American educational hopes and 
the “soul of our nation,” a phrase frequently used by Democratic presidential nominee 
Joe Biden.1116 When education is seen this way, what is the consequence to students?  
Educational scholar Henry Giroux has a passionate answer to this question. 
Market-driven educational reforms, with their obsession with standardization, 
highstakes testing, and punitive policies, also mimic a culture of cruelty that 
neoliberal policies produce in the wider society. They exhibit contempt for 
teachers and distrust of parents, repress creative teaching, destroy challenging and 
imaginative programs of study and treat students as mere inputs on an assembly 
line. Trust, imagination, creativity, and a respect for critical teaching and learning 
are thrown to the wind in the pursuit of profits and the proliferation of rigid, 
death-dealing accountability schemes.1117 
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If people orient to schools as places for political showdowns that are depended upon for 
saving the US, Giroux fears this instrumentalizes and commodifies them as part of the 
mechanism by which national financial prayers get answered. While Giroux is perhaps 
extreme, it is worth recalling that the sample surveyed for the study discussed in Chapter 
5 skewed significantly in the direction of higher scores on the transformation schema. 
That is, a majority of people were more inclined to support the idea that schooling should 
be about transforming the world. Giroux’s perspective, while more intense than the 
sample surveyed, is in the direction of the trend. Figure 8.02 below shows the TSS scores 
for the entire sample, with a mean of score of 17.88, indicating that a substantial portion 
of those surveyed are more likely to support ideas about education entailing 
transformation.  





Many schools also epitomize “market-driven educational reforms” and the 
“cruelty of neoliberal policies” that value curricular uniformity over social 
transformation. 1118 Parents in those districts are often thrilled that their children are 
getting a rigorous education that will set the stage for a similarly excellent college 
experience and career. Tonally, Giroux’s sounding of the educational alarm will never be 
able to motivate those who see such “neoliberal policies” as working just the way they 
should. Trying to convince people in power that the system is broken is always a 
challenge when it seems to do well for them. Freire knew this too, acknowledging that 
“radical conversion to the poor is extremely unlikely for entire groups of social elites, but 
it remains a possibility for individuals” adding aptly that “history has yet to record any 
case of class suicide.”1119 Recognizing that “class suicide” is a hard sell among the 
bourgeois, I think teachers doing the work of a pedagogy of liberation function like 
Gramsci’s organic intellectuals.  
Educators interested in conscientização natal and those who want to support them 
might not yet have structural power, but their work helps to build up a counter-narrative 
of resistance, helps to subjectivize individuals, and encourages optative agents to work 
themselves. These people are able to speak the language of the world that is passing and 
the one coming in its place, people committed to “active participation in practical life, as 
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constructor, organiser, ‘permanent persuader’ and not just a simple orator.”1120 
Hegemony is not only used by the dominant class, but can be made redemptive when 
employed by those working for justice that reconfigures the current order. The answer is 
not to broadcast Giroux, or Freire, in every administration suite in the country, but for 
those who have already decided a new way is coming to do the steady work of inviting 
people into conscientização. By all means, critique, but also nurture seedbeds of change. 
People are moved by stories more than facts, so it is important to build and share 
instances when schooling was what it “was supposed to be,” catalyzing others into 
consideration about what they want as well. As Jantzen says, the “dislodging and 
transformation of a stuck and sick imaginary will not occur by confrontation with theory 
or evidence,” but by relationship and material change.1121  
What Jantzen described as the “Lockean project” wherein God became “an 
incorporeal, omnipotent and omniscient being, utterly other than the world and detached 
from it in a grand cosmic dualism,” did not just shape theology. 1122 As she writes, “just 
as the world is composed of lifeless matter set in motion by a transcendent, incorporeal 
God,” so too is “the human body a mechanism set in motion and inhabited by an 
incorporeal soul.”1123 Whether one is a person of faith decrying a worldview that 
                                                          
 
1120 Michele Filippini and Patrick J. Barr, Using Gramsci: A New Approach (London: Pluto Press, 2017), 
72. 
1121 Jantzen, Becoming Divine, 129. 
1122 Jantzen, “Before the Rooster Crows: The Betrayal of Knowledge,” Literature and Theology 15, no. 1 
(2001): 10. 




diminishes the importance of bodies, or one is entirely unconvinced about God and souls, 
but sees a deadening mechanization in much of modern schooling, the challenge that 
presents itself is to ask how to bring the practice of schooling to a norm that values 
embodiment and creative, affective learning. 
As noted previously, one of the reasons that “The Myth of the Saving Power of 
Education”1124 exists is that an alienating gap of misrecognition lies between the 
imagined world of American education and the material consequences of the practices 
that are constitutive with that imaginary. Practices fail to manifest the totality of what 
exists in the imaginary that the practices support. No practice perfectly brings about the 
entirety of the capital and imaginary gains desired. However, with US schooling, that gap 
is not only growing, but also growing more dissonant. For too many, being schooled 
means becoming something none of us wants our children to be. Schooling in this 
country is imagined to be salvific, yet, for many, it is dulling and, for some, a “pipeline to 
prison.”1125 The material consequences for many of the people in schools is antithetical to 
the rhetoric associated with what it is that schools can do. However, to paint education 
with so broad a brush is to mischaracterize and overgeneralize. It is important to note that 
there are places where changes are already taking place. 
One such exception is the 2015 Opt-Out Movement, which began with a parent 
group in New York state that refused to have their children take mandated standardized 
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tests. Building toward 250,000 children who skipped exams, nearly 20% of all who were 
expected to be tested, state officials had to question whether they could use the data 
gathered at all.1126 To be sure, there are places where teachers feel contempt for the 
system they work within and students feel like cogs in a machine. Yet, all across the 
country many teachers manage to make their classrooms excellent, students are learning 
(even if sometimes in spite of school), and many parents are pushing back against 
systems they see as deadening.  
Within the framework discussed at the top of this chapter, one could say that the 
American education system is fallen. However, insofar as practices of schools are fallen, 
they are simultaneously capable of being redeemed. While the positive intentions behind 
some of the patterns of schooling may have been irreparably distorted, they have not 
disappeared. This is not because Jesus died for the sins of our schools, but because 
schooling and the American educational imaginary arise from people who are able, with 
imagination, to become and build more than they once thought possible. This is a 
moment, as Freire said, caught in the “tension between the denunciation of a present 
becoming more and more intolerable, and the annunciation, announcement, of a future to 
be created, built — politically, aesthetically, and ethically — by us women and men.”1127 
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Schools ought to be one of the places where students experience that something more is 
possible and then learn how they might best grow into what comes next. We ought not 
want them to do because the soul of the nation is at risk, but because as a society we want 
our children to be able to better turn toward each other and build the future we cannot yet 
imagine. What is called for is movement toward life, not responses provoked by fear.   
Conclusion 
As I write this in the early summer of 2020, Freire is nearly always on my mind. 
Partly, of course, that comes with the writing process in general. However, this point in 
history seems especially apt for my understanding of nunciation as the oscillation 
between “the denunciation of a present becoming more and more intolerable”  and “the 
annunciation, announcement, of a future to be created.”1128 The particular qualities of the 
“intolerable” nature of contemporary conditions is something that was impressed upon 
me by three moments all on a recent morning.  
First, sitting on my desk, my eyes fell on a well-worn copy of Critical Links: 
Learning in the Arts and Student Academic and Social Development.1129 Among other 
things, it conclusively documents a plethora of ways that arts education specifically 
improves non-artistic academic performance and decreases the chance of dropping out of 
high school for children in poverty, youth marginalized by race and white supremacy, 
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and those who are survivors of trauma. Second, while reading my morning national news, 
I came across a recent report from the Center for Disease control declaring that in the 
midst of the global pandemic caused by Coronavirus, those same populations have been 
the hardest hit in terms of job losses, illness, and death.1130 Third, having finished reading 
the news, I moved to the kitchen to make my next coffee, turning on a local radio station 
in the background. I ended up staring slack-jawed as I heard that the Massachusetts city 
of Randolph, one of the places with the highest percentage of African American residents 
in the state, had just announced that, due to the “unprecedented emergency situation 
caused by the outbreak,” the city would instigate massive furloughs and reductions to the 
2020-2021 academic year budget.1131 In addition to significant cuts to paraprofessionals, 
all staff and costs associated with their K-12 arts, music, and physical education 
programs have been removed entirely.  
This kind of action needs to be denounced. As nunciation suggests, however, this 
is also a moment when action must be taken to build the future to come. I am glad to 
report that it is. Within a week of the announcement of budget cuts, a group of Randolph 
high school alumni, led by two women of color, began “Support the Students of 
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Randolph Public Schools.”1132 The 2010 census gives Randolph’s population at 32,158. 
A petition that the group has been publicizing currently has 37,203 signers, asking both 
local and state leaders to find another way forward. Hundreds of people have written in to 
provide more than fifty pages of personal testimonials about the importance of the arts in 
their lives. One of the group’s leaders, Stephanie Binjour, shared that her RPS teachers 
allowed her to “to fully and shamelessly explore and expose who I truly was without any 
judgement. Without the music program, I personally do not believe I would have had the 
nerve to go after all the dreams that I had.”1133 Similarly, writing about her former music 
teacher, alum Stephanie Zide says the following: 
He has created a safe place for all of his students, he has given us an outlet to be 
ourselves, to learn not just about music, but the person we were meant to become. 
He made every single one of his students over the past 7 years feel as if they 
matter, because we do. The long lasting relationships formed with him has stuck, 
and 3 years out of high school he still teaches me more about being a kind human 
being, and more about the person I was meant to be than any other teacher, 
mentor, or professor I have ever had… Please don’t let the district take away 
someone as amazing as him. His time isn’t done changing lives. 1134 
 
Letters of support have come in from the conductor of the Boston Pops Orchestra and the 
Massachusetts Art Education Association. Their work has captured national attention, 
with media coverage in the Boston Globe and the Washington Post.  
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I hope that they succeed in saving the arts programs. To the extent that anyone 
helps a student become “the person we were meant to become,” their work ought to be 
the concern of everyone interested in the flourishing of our society’s youth. Ultimately, 
though, my greater hope is not merely that their arts program budget is restored, but that 
the energy and passion that is present in this moment can become part of a movement to 
build something that is not just restoration but transformation. It is one thing for a 
grassroots movement to emerge and challenge a local government’s funding priorities. 
This is excellent and I hope they are successful in their endeavors. The other thing my 
eye is set upon is a future in which it is inconceivable that such a debate would even be 
occurring, a time when schools are built on flourishing and communities, including 
communities of faith, can feel fulfilled knowing that they helped them to get that way. 
That is the kind of far-reaching goal I developed this dissertation to consider.  
I began this project intending to create a practical theology of American public 
education framed with two goals drawn from the academic field of public theology and 
the work of John Hull. The first goal was to inform those who study theology and 
religion that educational literature can be a generative conversation partner, 
demonstrating that educational insights can serve as theological tools. The second was to 
make the case to those interested in schooling that religious and theological thought could 
contribute to educational discourse. These goals emerged from my understanding of 
public theology as “drawing on disciplines from a number of fields, communicating to 
communities that are diverse, consisting of critical and constructive theological 




of reasoning and argumentation,”1135 and Hull’s articulated purpose of a theology of 
education as showing “that theology can provide a legitimate and a possible source of 
understanding for education but not a necessary one.”1136 I believe that both of these 
goals have been achieved. 
When I started writing this project, I had thought that upon its completion, it 
would be the first formal and explicit practical theology of public education written in the 
United States. During the course of my work on this project, Hannah Adams Ingram 
secured that spot with her 2017 dissertation "The Myth of the Saving Power of 
Education: A Practical Theology Approach," which is now slated to see print in 2021. 
Ingram’s approach is to consider how themes of salvation play out in educational 
discourse, reflecting on the ways the Christian origins of schooling undergird the 
American Dream. She understands her exploration of the problem of the inflated role of 
education in the US as “a case study to explain a larger concern over the ease with which 
Christians assimilate into the status quo of the United States dominant culture, rehearsing 
narratives that perpetuate the very injustices we are called to stand against.”1137 She 
writes that she identifies herself as a practical theologian because she believes “theology 
still has a voice in US social issues, as many of them are rooted in ideologies that 
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originated in Christianity.”1138 I agree with this statement entirely. Those interested in a 
compelling engagement with race, marginalization, power and the ways schools are 
billed as “saving the poor” will benefit immensely from Ingram’s work.  
In my project, I endeavored to demonstrate that within Christianity, in which 
many US social issues have their roots, a still-deeper rootedness exists in philosophical 
and theological necrophilia. In so doing, I inadvertently discovered I also had to develop 
a new framework to describe how theories of practice and imagination intertwined. As 
such, to a much larger extent than I had anticipated five years ago when I began to write, 
I believe this project not only contributes to theology of education, educational theory’s 
engagement with religion, and public theology, but also to imagination studies and 
theological practice theory as well. Those contributions emerged organically as I tried to 
think methodically about how the various pieces of the research flowed into one another. 
Whether or not other scholars will find the work to be meritorious is something that I will 
have to wait and see, but my sense is that I largely accomplished what I set out to do. 
 This research emerged from my hypothesis that some of the educational 
challenges and tensions that the US experiences are directly related to unacknowledged 
ways education in this country has been shaped by deeply influential — and largely 
unacknowledged — religious and theological views. I believed that, by refusing to 
develop more integrated conversation among the disciplines of education, theology, and 
religious studies, scholars were disregarding some of the very tools of analysis that could 






help clarify and/or reframe current dynamics. I continue to think that the dialogue 
between religion and education can be fruitful and my hope is that some evidence of that 
is manifest within this project. In spite of this, my hypothesis warrants reframing. I do 
still think that the US has been profoundly shaped by often unacknowledged religious 
and theological views. However, I have come to think that insofar as theological traces 
and contours are present in the American educational imaginary, their presence is largely 
due to the ways necrophilia, as a parasitic worldview, has persisted within that religious 
and theological thought. The damaging qualities of coloniality, patriarchy, and toxic 
individuality present in public schooling are indeed buoyed up by some of the Christian 
cultural influence that exists in the US. It is also the case that those damaging qualities 
diminish and sicken Christianity itself.  
In closing, I want to state my hope that some of the changes articulated above 
actually take place and that I have the opportunity to witness what happens as they 
become manifest. New imaginaries emerge as new symbols and stories are used 
alongside new practices. I deeply believe that now is a moment in which the need for new 





















































































































































PSS Question Codes 
In your own words, what would you say that public schools are for?  
What is the purpose of public schools?  
(Code PSS) 
 
Content Knowledge 76  Prepare People for Work 6 




Introduced to Sports 6 
Social-Emotional Skills 25 
 
Exposure to Multiple and 
Diverse Perspectives 
5 
Equal and Free Access to Education 22  Community-Building 4 
Student Success and Fulfilment 21  Democracy-building 3 
Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving 16  Capitalism Support 3 
Socialization to American Culture 14  White Supremacy Support 2 
Creativity and Imagination 13  Support Economy 2 
Obedience, Compliance, and Conformity 9  Promotes Peace 1 
Child Care, Safety, and Health Screenings 9 
 
Complying with Education 
Policy 
1 





VHSP Question Codes 
In your opinion, what are some of the qualities, values, or habits  
that public schools promote in students?  
(Code VHSP) 
 




Group Loyalty 3 
Obedience and Conformity 28  Life-Long Learning 3 
Academic Excellence 21  Age-ism 3 
Hard Work 15  Punctuality 3 
Community Orientation 14  Biases 2 
Responsibility 13  Democracy 2 
Respect 13  Nationalism 2 
Cooperation and Teamwork 13  Social Skills 2 
Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving 12  Safety is Important 2 
Competition 10  Tolerance 2 
Social Norms 10  Consumerism 2 
Curiosity 9  Honesty and Integrity 1 
Organization and Executive Function 9  Importance of Education 1 




Discipline 8  Courage 1 
Perseverance 7  Service 1 
Creativity and Imagination 7  Shame 1 





Patriotism 5  Tests are Success 1 
Physical Activity 5  Learned Helplessness 1 
Citizenship 5  The Arts (Love of) 1 
Independence 4  College is Norm 1 
Self-Empowerment 4  Social Critique 1 
Status is Important 3  White Supremacy 1 
Friendship 3  Job-focused 1 





ERS Question Codes 
In your opinion, how — if at all — are spirituality and/or religion related to education? 
Or, to come at it another way, is education related at all with spirituality and/or religion? 
(Code ERS) 
 
Connected Inherently 87 
Connected in Practice 40 
Not Connected 16 
Depends (but not always) 8 
Family Should Do It 7 
Spirituality Yes but Religion No 2 
Creeped Out by Idea 1 
Obedience Learned Leads to Fundamentalism 1 
Epistemology Shaping 1 
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